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BRATVA BEAR SHIFTERS 


Book 1: Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Best Friend 
Book 2: Babysitter For Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Friend 


BABYSITTER FOR DAD'S RUSSIAN MAFIA 
BEAR FRIEND 


Alek 


As soon as I see Una I want her. | want to possess her, make 
her mine and mate with her...but I’m a shape shifter who 
doesn’t do human relationships. I’m also a hit man for the 
local bratva and right now I’m up to my neck in trouble. Una 
is my friend’s daughter and is supposed to be staying with 
me to help me look after my niece. There are so many 
reasons why pursuing her is a bad idea. But the animal in 
me knows what it wants and it wants her. 


Una 


The minute | land in Russia | feel like I've come home, yet 
my instincts tell me danger awaits. When | see Alek | don’t 
know if he represents the danger or the safety or both. All | 
do know is I’m desperate for his touch, even though I’ve 
never been touched by a man before. There’s something 
different about him though, something wild... 


*Babysitter For Dad’s Russian Mafia Bear Friend is an insta- 
everything standalone instalove romance with an HEA, no 
cheating, and no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER 1 


Alek 


No fucking way. | shake my head and glare at Mikhail who 
stares back at me, as impassive as ever. 


| won’t do it. | won’t team up with one of Baranovsky’s 
henchmen. 


“What about Rosa?” 


Mikhail raises an eyebrow at me. “You told me you were 
getting an au pair.” 


Bleen. Damn it. l'’d forgotten | told him that. 


Since my sister Jenka’s death a few months ago, | became 
sole guardian of my niece Rosa. The poor kid has never 
known a father, and now I’m all she’s got. 


Except, playing daddy is a lot different to being uncle, and 
what with my ... other commitments, it has become glaringly 
obvious | need some help. Andrei, the nearest Clan member 
to me, on the other side of Arkhangelsk, has loaned me his 
housekeeper Marta, but she’s getting old and Rosa needs 
someone who can play with her and help her with her 
homework. When my old friend Richard suggested his 
daughter Una come over as an au pair it seemed like a great 
idea. It is a great idea. | just don’t know how | feel about 
having some young woman in the house | haven’t set eyes 
on since she was a kid. What if Rosa doesn’t like her? 


Either way I’ve got too much going on to take on more 
bratva business. 


“We need you back on board Alek,” Mikhail says. “I know 
you've been grieving Jenka - the whole Clan has - but we 


need you. Your territory is right in Baranovsky’s heartland.” 


| frown at him, wondering what the fuck he’s talking about 
and what I’ve clearly been missing over the past few 
months. The Clan has an almost century old alliance with 
the Russian crime lords. Currently a complete reprobate 
named Baranovsky holds Moscow and St Petersburg, and by 
extension Arkhangelsk. No one likes him - not that bears 
tend to be fond of humans in general - but we don’t get any 
more involved than we need to. In return for Baranovsky 
keeping certain activities out of our territories the Clan 
functions as a kind of black ops force for him. We have 
unique abilities after all. We have supernatural strength and 
speed, bullets don’t faze us and of course there are the teeth 
and claws. 


In other words, we are killers. Hit men of the highest degree. 
And only a handful of the bratva - or anyone else - even 
knows of our existence. We live in the shadows of an already 
Shadowy world. 


Except now Mikhail wants me to take on some new 
assignment that will involve me getting closer to that world 
than | have any desire to. 


“So what exactly do you want me to do?” | sigh. 


It’s not that | have to do anything he asks. Mikhail isn’t our 
leader, exactly, even if he does occupy the largest Clan 
territory in North Russia. But we all know our part when it 
comes to the alliance. Not only do we function as a kind of 
guardian force between the unsuspecting general 
population and the worst evils of the organized crime world, 
but we also need to keep our existence secret. If Baranovsky 
ever decided to leak our details to the Kremlin, for example, 
it would be a disaster. We would be seen as the ultimate 
weapon and they would certainly want us under their 
control. And we wouldn’t go quietly. 


It would be a bloodbath. 


So as much as Baranovsky needs us more than we need him, 
we can’t afford to piss him off either. 


Before Mikhail can reply a waitress comes over to our table. 


“Any more drinks sirs?” she asks in perfect Russian, although 
| detect a glimpse of a French accent. | wonder idly what 
brings her here, serving vodka in a backstreet bar. 


“We're good, spasiba,” | say politely, swallowing my 
irritation at being interrupted. Mikhail just glares at her. 
Bears are solitary and antisocial by nature but Mikhail 
seriously needs to learn some people skills. I’m unusual in 
that | was brought up in a Clan family by two parents. Of 
course my mother was human and couldn’t shift, although 
clan females usually don’t. We don’t really understand why. 


Neither could Jenka. The thought of her pierces my heart. My 
whole life I'd been the protector to my younger sister and 
life without her feels empty. Lately I’ve been fighting a 
loneliness | never knew existed. Better to be like Mikhail | 
think, looking at his annoyed expression. He has no one and 
needs no one. Andrei was the same until he took a human 
mate. Even married her, of all things. 


Like most bears I’ve never been much interested in human 
women. And being as Clan women are few and far between, 
that means most of us spend our lives alone, apart from the 
occasional fling for breeding purposes. Male children then 
come to us at puberty before their first Shift and are 
adopted into the Clan. Although we are fiercely loyal to each 
other, we tend to be so from a distance. It makes my current 
predicament an unusual one. 


| look up at the waitress who is still hovering and wonder if 
she’s waiting for a tip. | smell the interest on her as she 
appraises both me and Mikhail and sigh. She’s pretty 
enough | suppose, but she’s wasting her charms on either of 


us. Of course she just sees two well-muscled, expensive 
suited men and no doubt a meal ticket out of what I’m 
assuming is a mediocre existence. 


“That will be all,” | say, more sharply than | intended. She 
moves away, looking disappointed. | look back over at 
Mikhail, waiting for the answer to my question. 


He waits until the waitress is out of sight and then leans over 
the table towards me. 


“Dimitri is Baranovsky’s second in command. A sadistic 
brute, by all accounts. We think Baranovsky uses him to run 
operations that are banned on our territory.” 


| nod, knowing what that means. Human trafficking and 
exploitation of children. We don’t allow those things here. No 
one knows how far back the Clan goes or where our 
mythology comes from but traditionally we have always 
been the guardians of the people. The bear as guardian of 
the land has even seeped into human mythology. Of course 
they don’t know the half of it. 


“He’s currently involved in tracking a leak within 
Baranovsky’s organization, and the Clan has been asked for 
one of us to work with him. To lend our expertise.” 


To do some of the dirty work, he means. But | think | 
understand what Mikhail is getting at. 


“So we take the opportunity to get closer to Dimitri and see 
if our Suspicions are true?” 


He nods. | sigh again, thinking | could do without all this but 
at the same time knowing | probably need something to get 
my teeth into. 


No doubt literally. 


“It will mean spending a few days with him at the most, | 
would imagine. From the day after tomorrow.” 


| sigh again, loudly. That doesn’t give me time to get 
Richard’s daughter settled in. She arrives tomorrow. Again | 
hope fervently that Rosa likes her. The poor girl has only just 
started to come out of the shell she retreated into when 
Jenka died. 


| eye Mikhail, feeling the tension in the air. Our senses are 
often uncanny. 


“What is it?” | ask. 


“Maybe nothing yet,” Mikhail says. “Baranovsky is becoming 
problematic. First we had him send that younger to spy on 
Andrei in the summer, and now it seems he’s overstepping 
the mark with his activities. He’s pushing the boundaries of 
the alliance and if we don’t rein him in...Well, he’s a 
megalomaniac. He doesn’t appreciate the fact that we 
curtail his operations.” 


| snort. “If it wasn’t for us he wouldn’t even be in power.” 


Having a whole team of were bears as your own personal 
assassins will cement your power base every single time. 


“Yes and he doesn’t like it. He wants to be top dog. Or bear,” 
Mikhail says, cracking a rare smile. 


“You think this will end in all out war?” | ask with a shudder. 
That’s the outcome we've been trying to avoid since the fall 
of the tsars. 


“Possibly. Certainly if our suspicions around Dimitri are true, 
we may need to unseat him.” 


“He'll deny all knowledge,” | say with a shrug. 
“That’s why we need to find out as much as possible.” 


Why I need to find out as much as possible. I’m tempted to 
ask why Mikhail can’t do the job himself, but this may 
involve people skills he doesn’t have. Dimitri doesn’t know 


what we are, and Mikhail is more bear than man most of the 
time. 


We knock the remainder of our drinks back and part ways. 
No small talk. 


As | prowl through the back streets of Arkhangelsk | feel no 
fear and neither does the chill of the coming winter bother 
me. 


I’m the most dangerous thing out here. 


| walk past a pair of hookers, huddling together for warmth. 
One of them looks at me, her eyes glassy and her sweater 
barely containing her tits. No wonder she’s cold. 


“Looking for business?” she asks. | shake my head and push 
past them feeling a stab of sympathy. Humans - particularly 
human males - baffle me in the way they use and abuse one 
another. They make no sense to me. So hungry for each 
other yet they will use other humans with impunity. For all 
their talk about love | wonder if they ever really feel it. 


But then what do | know? Family love | understand. Rosa is 
my world now. Clan loyalty is a type of love | suppose, 
although we would never use such soft words for it. But 
romantic love? That’s a mystery to me. The look on Andrei’s 
face when he married his human lover is one | couldn’t 
comprehend. | used to understand lust. | had flings with 
human women when I was younger, but stopped when | 
realized they always wanted more than | could give. There 
were no babies... we don’t breed so easily. But even that 
basic lust | haven’t felt for a long time. | can’t even 
remember the last time | found a woman attractive. 


l'm happy to be a bachelor. It suits me. How else could | live 
as | do? Spending half my life in non-human form. | look up 
at the white moon hanging low in the sky and feel the urge 
to shift. It’s been a few days and my skin feels itchy, like a 
set of clothes that have been worn too long. | walk faster, 


knowing that I will change as soon as | leave the city 
boundary and go home in my bear form. It means ruining a 
nice suit but | have others. Being a bratva hit man pays well 
if nothing else. 


| remember Richard’s daughter is coming in the morning. 
Best to get a good run out of my system. I’m worried about a 
human living with us. How long will it be before she notices 
something’s wrong? Richard knows | have some shady 
connections - if he knew how shady | doubt he would be 
sending his daughter to work for me - but he knows nothing 
about the Clan. Richard was an American diplomat in Russia. 
We struck up a friendship years ago when | was still a 
younger and have stayed in touch, sometimes passing 
contacts to one another. He’s one of the few humans I’ve 
ever had much time for. 


In truth his daughter may turn out to be a Godsend in terms 
of helping out with Rosa. l'Il just have to keep out of her way. 


| break into a jog as | approach the edges of the city, 
Salivating as my skin begins to tingle in anticipation of the 
change. For a night | can forget about Baranovsky and 
Dimitri and au pairs and all the rest of it and just run in my 
true form. Enjoying the freedom. 


| wonder how long that freedom will last. 


CHAPTER 2 


Una 


| look around the airport for Alek Demidov. My father’s 
friend. | know little about him other than he has recently 
become sole guardian of his niece and needs a nanny. | 
remember him visiting a few times as a kid when we were 
living in Russia for Dad’s job, but | never said more than two 
words to him. He must be ten years older than me at least. 
When you're a kid that’s a lifetime. | remember he was good 
looking enough that my friends used to giggle if they saw 
him, but | always thought him slightly intimidating. He was 
huge for starters. Like he would eat raw steak for breakfast 
kind of huge. 


So, I’m looking around for a huge, unfriendly muscular guy. 
Already this new role doesn’t sound great. But anything, | 
remind myself, has to be better than the last one. 


| spent two years in France being worked to the bone looking 
after three of the most horrible children - and | love children 
- whom you could ever meet. The money was great and it 
was a dream job for a young au pair, but | never had a day 
off to spend it. This one sounds a lot easier. One young girl 
who is at school most days. 


A young girl who has just lost her mother. | feel nervous 
about that, hoping she doesn’t see me as some kind of 
intruder. I’m determined to make things as smooth for her as 
possible, the poor kid. | just hope this Alek isn’t difficult to 
work for. 


“You'll be fine with Alek,” my father had told me as he 
dropped me off at the airport. “He’s not the most talkative of 


guys, but very fair. This could be a great opportunity for 
you.” 


| am excited about being in Russia again. It has to be eight 
years since | was last here. | hope my language isn’t too 
rusty. Since | got back from France after deciding | just 
couldn’t take any more and then celebrated my twenty-first 
birthday I’ve been feeling restless. Ready for a new 
adventure. | got so used to traveling with my parents as a 
kid that | find it difficult staying in one place for too long. 


I’ve never been to Arkhangelsk though. As a diplomat Dad 
spent most of his time in Moscow at the Embassy. He never 
really sooke about what he got up to there - | don’t suppose 
he was allowed. | know Mom was always worried when we 
were in Russia - let’s face it, it's not always the safest place 
for an American to be. Especially back then with the last 
remnants of the old Soviet Union still in its death throes. 


Mom didn’t want me to come, and no doubt as she has done 
nothing but worry. I’m certain as soon as | have a signal | will 
have a bombardment of messages from her. She’s convinced 
| will be kidnapped by some bratva maniac and held for 
ransom, especially if it comes to light that I’m a former 
diplomat’s daughter. But Dad seems to think I will be 
completely safe with Alek, so much so that | can’t help but 
wonder if that isn’t because Alek isn’t entirely above board 
himself. 


Besides, everyone is coming to Russia now. It’s the new hip 
destination and the tourist industry is booming. But 
Arkhangelsk isn’t among the popular ‘golden ring’ for 
tourists and I’m worried l'Il stand out like a sore thumb. I’ve 
heard it’s beautiful, and steeped in legend. 


We're also near enough to the northern forests and 
mountains that there are likely to be bears. Alek lives nearer 
to the wilderness than the city. Something else for my mom 


to worry about needlessly. I’m going to be looking after a 
child, not bear hunting. 


| look around for any sign of Alek. There are a few well-built 
blonde Russian men standing around so how am | supposed 
to know if any of them are him? | doubt he will recognize 
me... I’m a lot different from the chubby kid with the bad 
haircut that he remembers, if he remembers me at all. 


Then | see him and know immediately there could be no 
mistaking him for anyone else. He looks much the same as 
he did when I was a teen, just a bit older, but looking at him 
through a woman’s rather than a child’s eyes is very 
different. 


He's gorgeous. 


He’s insanely well built, with thighs like ham hocks and 
broad shoulders. His tight black tee only emphasises every 
hard curve of his arms and chests. He has golden hair, blue 
eyes so piercing | can feel their intensity from here, and a 
face that belongs on a movie star. He holds himself like he’s 
completely unaware of his incredible beauty though... 
there’s authority in his bearing but no arrogance. 


| realize I’m holding my breath as he turns and sees me 
staring at him. A funny look crosses his face that I’m not 
sure how to interpret and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t 
recognize me. | walk towards him and I’m sure | see him 
flinch. Great. My new employer doesn’t like me on sight. This 
is boding well. 


“Alek?” | say. He looks startled and his eyes go wide. 


“Una?” he says in a heavily accented voice that is almost 
akin to a growl his tone is so deep, “Richard’s daughter?” 


“That’s right,” | say as I reach him, “I’m your new nanny.” | 
set my suitcase on the ground and he immediately picks it 
up. It looks so much smaller in his hand. 


“Okay. Follow me,” he says and turns abruptly on his heel. | 
have to practically jog to keep up with his long stride. 


I’m not sure if he’s just a rude person or having a bad day or 
what, but he doesn’t speak as we make our way to the car - 
a black, sleek thing that my little brother would go mad over 
- not to even ask how my flight was. | wonder if it’s a 
cultural thing. | don’t recall Russians being casually rude 
though; quite the opposite. 


Maybe he’s still grieving. 


“I'm sorry to hear about your sister,” | say as | buckle myself 
into the passenger seat. The car smells of leather and 
something else. A grassy, outdoors smell, coupled with pine 
needles. | can see him as an outdoorsy kind of guy. 


His face softens momentarily and I’m struck again by how 
handsome he is. Like a young Brad Pitt, if he did some kind 
of weird body swap with Van-Dame at his peak. 


“Thank you,” he says. And that’s it. He drives in silence, his 
eyes fixed on the road. 


“Err, my parents say hi,” | say lamely. 
“| just spoke to your father,” he says shortly. Okay then. 


“So tell me about Rosa?” | attempt. After all that’s why I’m 
here. Again I see that hint of softness in his face. This guy 
loves his family, even if he’s not so great with strangers. 


“She’s struggling as you can imagine...she was very close to 
her mother. She’s very clever and continues to do well at 
school, but she’s become very quiet and withdrawn.” 


The poor girl. I’ve never Known what it’s like to not have a 
family around me. The closest I’ve ever come was missing 
them terribly when I was in France and virtually kept under 
lock and key. 


“I'll do everything I can to support her,” | promise. “Is she 
likely to push me away initially do you think?” I’m focused 
on the task at hand now, although my body remains acutely 
aware of its closeness to Alek, if my nipples straining at my 
shirt are anything to go by. 


“| don’t know. She’s a very polite girl but | imagine she will 
very much keep her distance at first.” 


| nod, wondering if he knows he’s just effectively described 
himself too, at least if first impressions are anything to go by. 


“We have a housekeeper... Marta,” he says abruptly. “You will 
like her.” 


As if he’s aware that he comes across as fairly unlikable. | 
mean if it wasn’t for his gobsmacking appearance | would 
have already written him off as a bit of a dick. 


| remind myself again that nothing can possibly be any 
worse than my last position and settle into my seat. After the 
hours cramped on the plane it’s a welcome change. 


We drive the rest of the way in silence and | close my eyes, 
feeling myself lulled into near sleep by the smooth purr of 
the car. It has heated seats too. | wonder what my room will 
be like knowing not to expect any luxuries. The French 
family had me in little more than a broom closet in spite of 
the size of their mansion. | remind myself Alek knows my 
father and that | can expect to be treated well, materially at 
least. 


It’s nearly dark when we pull up to his house. It’s old but 
beautiful and in the moonlight looks almost gothic. | 
remember Dad telling me that the Demidovs go back to the 
time before the tsars. With a full moon hanging low over the 
house and the landscape shot with silvery light | feel a lot 
like I’m stepping into a chiller movie and suppress a 
shudder. I’ve been watching too many movies, clearly. 


Alek takes my bags out of the trunk of the car and leads me 
into the house. In the hallway an old woman greets us. She 
looks ancient but is clearly very sprightly and she beams at 
me effusively. It’s so nice to have a warm welcome after the 
long flight and Alek’s coolness that | have to stop myself 
from falling into her arms. 


“Dobro pazhalavat,” she says, welcoming me. | smile at her. 
“ Spasiba,” | say, wincing at the rustiness of my 
pronunciation. She switches to heavily accented English. 


“Miss Rosa is in bed, though she did want to wait to meet 
you. | thought you could breakfast together, the three of 
you, and get to Know each other tomorrow morning. For now 
| have made up your room. And there is borscht.” 


That gets a smile from Alek. “Marta’s borscht is legendary,” 
he tells me. Then he inclines his head in goodbye. “I'll take 
your bags to your room while you eat. | hope you sleep well. 


n 


He walks off before | can respond and I stare after him 
feeling disappointed. It doesn’t sound like he will breakfast 
with us. | wonder why I care. 


Marta smiles at me kindly. “Mr Demidov is not used to many 
people since Miss Jenka died,” she says softly and | 
immediately feel uncharitable. The guy’s lost what was left 
of his family apart from one small girl and I expect him to 
bring out a fanfare for my arrival? 


| smile back at Marta and follow her into a cosy living room 
with a roaring log fire. She disappears and then comes back 
with a huge bowl of food that I’m sure l'Il never be able to 
finish. 

It’s delicious. | finish the lot. 


Marta shows me to my room and then bids me goodnight 
and I’m left feeling a little bereft as | look around my new 
home. 


Well it’s definitely not a broom closet. | practically have my 
own suite of rooms, with an adjoining bathroom and living 
space. It’s like a little apartment. There’s a huge window 
seat and even a dressing table with triple mirrors. | wonder if 
it belonged to Jenka. 


Too tired to bother unpacking everything, | get what | need 
for tonight and the morning and then go and run myself a 
bath. The bathtub is huge, claw footed and deep. A bottle of 
jasmine oil has been left on the side. Marta again no doubt. | 
add a few drops to the running water hoping it will help me 
sleep. As exhausted as | am I also have so much to think 
about I’m worried l'Il spend all night ruminating. 


Especially on Alek. As | relax into the warm water all | can 
think about is him, even though | know | should be focusing 
on the fact that I’m here to work. Hopefully when | meet 
Rosa in the morning l'Il stop obsessing over my new boss. 


I’ve never been so bowled over by an attractive man before. 
In all honesty I’ve never met anyone like Alek before. | had 
no time for boyfriends in France and the guys at college 
never held any interest for me. | always found them 
immature and, at the first possible chance, gropey. | watched 
too many friends be hurt and ditched by idiots at college to 
want to follow their lead. 


As a result I’ve managed to reach twenty-one without 
anything more than attempted fumbled kisses. I’ve never 
had a serious boyfriend, unless Bradley in fifth grade counts. 
We used to hold hands and watch reruns of Sister Sister on 
Nickelodeon together. 


Perhaps that’s why Alek had such an immediate effect on 
me, | tell myself as | sink further into the warm water and the 
heady smell of jasmine hits me. Who do I have to compare 
him to? Maybe all Russian businessmen - or whatever he is - 
look like that. 


| doubt it. 


| look down at myself submerged in the water, looking tiny 
in the huge bath. I’ve been blessed with my mother’s figure 
- petite but curvy -and her milky skin. | have my dad’s 
strawberry blonde curls though and his gray eyes. It’s nota 
bad combination. | wish my boobs were bigger and my hips 
smaller, but apparently my shape is all the rage now, or 
according to my friends anyway. 


| wonder what Alek likes. Probably tall, skinny, Russian 
blondes. Fashion model types dressed in fur. Yes, I’m taking 
my stereotypes straight from fashion magazines. | laugh at 
my own silliness at the same time as | feel a stab of envy. | 
can’t help wondering what it would be like to be the sort of 
woman that a man like Alek would look at. Would want. 


A niggling voice in my head suggests that Alek is not like 
other men. Certainly he’s not like any other man I’ve ever 
met and it isn’t just about his physique or his lack of people 
Skills. 


There’s something different about him. Something about the 
way he moves. It’s almost like a prowl. Underneath the suit 
and the coolness there’s a hint of something...wild. 


Once again | shake my head at myself. The long flight, the 
tiredness and the smell of the oil is clearly getting to my 
head. I wash myself and get out, drying myself off with one 
of the fluffy oversized towels and wrapping myself in the 
white dressing gown that has been hung up on the door. It’s 
brand new; it still has the tags on. 


Before | get into bed | get my phone and go and sit in the 
window seat, staring out at the landscape. In one direction 
there’s nothing but wilderness for miles with some forest 
and mountains in the distance. On the other side | can see 
the twinkly lights of the city. The huge moon hangs between 
them. 


Too tired to deal with a barrage of questions | text my mom 
to let her know I’m safe and well and send it to Dad too. 
Then | text goodnight to my siblings. As the oldest, | 
suppose it was only natural that | would grow up to be good 
with children. A natural nurturer. But | don’t think | want to 
be an au pair forever. 


| lean my head against the window, watching the night sky. 
After a while my eyelids start to droop and | take off my robe 
and get into bed, luxuriating in the feeling of crisp new 
sheets on my bare skin. 


My last thought is of Alek. 


CHAPTER 3 


Alek 


She’s beautiful. The minute | saw her at the airport | was 
hooked. That tumble of light red hair and the curve of those 
shapely hips caught my gaze and wouldn't let it go. Human 
women - any woman - have never affected me like this. Yet 
something about this one had my cock twitching in my 
pants like it had a mind of its own. 


| wanted to fuck her on sight. But not just fuck her. Have her. 
After a lifetime of indifference | was thinking marriage and 
babies within seconds of laying eyes on her. Suddenly | 
could understand exactly what Andrei was thinking. 


Then she walked towards me and said the worst possible 
thing she could say given the circumstances. 


She’s Richard’s daughter. Rosa’s new nanny. 


Fuck. |’m fantasising about my friend’s daughter. | feel like 
the worst possible kind of heel. Sure she’s a grown woman 
now but fathers are fathers. | think of the way my father was 
with Jenka. No wonder her relationships were short. 


| did the best | could do and kept my distance. | never know 
how to talk to human women anyway but I’m pretty sure she 
now thinks I’m an antisocial bastard. 


Perhaps that’s for the best. If she’s going to be living in my 
house the less contact | have with her the better, at least 
until | get this ridiculous yearning for her out of my system. 


A good run should do it. | wait a while pacing in my room 
giving her time to go to bed before | go downstairs and let 
myself out. It’s a good walk to the forest and | can’t afford to 


shift out in the open so | break into a light jog. When I reach 
the trees | strip and place my clothes in a hollow in a nearby 
tree. Then | tip my head back, stretch out my arms and let it 
go. The magic. 


We don’t really understand how it works or what we truly 
are, but we do know there is something in our blood which is 
different. That’s why on the rare occasions we let an outsider 
into the Clan - like when one of us takes a human mate - we 
bond them with blood. My mother was human and she 
always said once she mated with my father she felt 
different...she had never gotten ill since. 


It was a plane crash that killed my parents. It was the first 
time my father had ever been on a plane. A traditional bear, 
he was never comfortable going off his own territory, but my 
mother had pestered him for years for a proper holiday. It 
had been tragic but at least | was not a child like Rosa when 
confronted with that loss. 


| take a deep breath trying to clear my head. The all too 
human emotion of grief is interrupting the shift. | let my 
senses open and feel the scent of the forest fill my nose and 
my hearing sharpens. My skin starts to tingle and my blood 
to almost fizz in my veins. There’s an almost unbearable 
pressure... 


And then it happens. I’m looking at the world through bear 
eyes again and it’s a relief. | can’t go for more than a few 
days without getting the urge to shift and now that | have | 
intend to make the most of it. | pad down the sloping path 
that leads deeper into the forest, sniffing the air around me. 


No hunting tonight. | don’t feel any bloodlust, usually that 
happens when I’ve been in a rage about something in my 
human form. When Jenka first died | had to shift and hunt 
nearly every night for a few weeks, unable to cope with the 
tumult of emotions that came with my human form. 
Everything is simpler as a bear...| can still feel and deeply 


but there’s a clarity to it. It’s very different to the layers of 
thoughts and feelings that my human form thinks up. | feel 
sorry for humans if that’s how they have to feel all of the 
time. No wonder some of them shut down and end up 
sociopaths like Baranovsky. 


| get a memory of Una then, and recall the scent of her. My 
bear self wants to go and roll around in that scent and | have 
to reign in the impulse to go back to the house. Instead | 
break into a run and allow myself to fully exercise my speed 
and strength. Soon any rational thoughts are gone and I’m 
lost in the sensation and experience of being a bear. 


Later, exhausted, | put my clothes back on and walk back to 
the house feeling both tired and invigorated and wondering 
what tomorrow might have in store. | glance up at the 
window where Richard’s daughter is staying and feel calmer 
about her presence than | did earlier. | was right; a good run 
did do the trick. 


| try to push the thought of her swaying hips out of my mind. 


The next morning | go to Rosa’s room to take her down for 
breakfast to meet Una only to find it empty. She’s already 
gone down herself. l'Il take that as a good sign. 


| can hear talking as | make my way to the kitchen. Marta’s 
low accented speech along with Rosa’s high, sharp voice. 
Then Una speaks and it’s a soft, melodious sound that goes 
right to my groin. 


| stop myself before | go into the room and take a deep 
breath. | will not be attracted to her, | tell myself firmly as | 
walk in. | deliberately ignore Una’s gaze and go straight to 
Rosa who tips her cheek up to me for a kiss. 


“Morning Princess,” | say in Russian. She tuts at me. 


“Speak English Uncle Alek,” she says in perfect English, 
“Una’s Russian is awful.” 


Una gives an embarrassed shrug. 


“Well she hasn’t been here for a long time so | doubt she’s 
had much cause to use it,” | say as | sit down at the table. 
Marta passes me a hot black coffee. 


“ Spasiba,” | tell her and drink it gratefully. I’m still avoiding 
Una’s eye but I’m acutely aware of her presence just across 
from me. She has a tight cream sweater on and her red gold 
hair tumbles over it, on fire in the morning sun that comes 
through the window. Even out of the corner of my eye | can 
see the swell of her tits under it and | have the inexplicable 
longing to have them in my hands and mouth... 


Stop it. | tell myself as the guilt kicks in. | can’t think this 
way. Not only is it just completely wrong when she’s here 
under my employ but it’s also a distraction | don’t need. | 
have work to do today with this Dimitri and | need to be on 
the ball. Gathering intelligence is more time consuming than 
a simple kill and part of me is resentful that | have to spend 
time on it. At the same time | know | can’t just sit around the 
house, something I’ve been doing a lot of since Jenka died, 
with Una here. 


“I’m going to go with Marta to take Rosa to school,” Una tells 
me, “l'Il start taking her myself once | know the route.” 


| nod. “There’s a spare car in the garage you can have,” | tell 
her. 


“Really? That’s kind of you.” She sounds shocked and | 
shrug. 


“It will make things easier for you. | won’t be here much over 
the next few days - maybe weeks.” 


Even without looking up | can sense her disappointment. | 
realize that’s not the only thing | can sense from her. I’ve 
been so busy fighting my own desire that | haven’t noticed 


hers. Almost against my will | finally look up and catch her 
gaze and as | do so my breath catches in my throat. 


| want her. The image of her naked and in my arms comes 
unbidden to my mind. Her beautiful gray eyes are wide and 
her pupils dilated. She’s wary of me but | can tell she wants 
me too. Her pulse is visible in her throat and it’s beating too 
quickly...l tear my eyes away and take another swig of my 
coffee. I’m fighting to hide how much she unsettles me. 


“What’s wrong Uncle Alek?” Rosa says in her small voice, 
frowning at me. Of course, she’s half bear and while she may 
never shift she has our powerful senses. | smile at her 
reassuringly, knowing that while she might pick up on my 
conflicted feelings she will be too young to understand what 
they signify. 

“l'm alright Princess,” | tell her. “I just have a lot of work 
today.” 


She nods, satisfied. It must be good to be eight years old, | 
think. 


“What is it you do?” Una asks curiously. | hesitate, realizing | 
haven't prepared any kind of cover for myself. | really should 
have thought this through. 


“I’m a...salesman,” | say. Rosa raises an eyebrow at me and | 
remember Jenka always told her | owned a nightclub so as to 
explain any night time disappearances. “And | own a 
nightclub.” 


“Oh,” she says and | can tell she’s confused about 
something. “Didn’t you used to work in government? | 
thought that’s how you met my father?” 


“It’s complicated,” | say shortly. | finish my coffee and get 
up, ruffling Rosa’s hair, smiling at Marta and nodding at Una 
while again avoiding her gaze. | walk out feeling guilty 
knowing my behaviour must come across to her as rude. | 


need to find a way to get a handle on the effect she has on 
me without coming across as a total jerk. Especially as Rosa 
seems to like her which means she’s here to stay. For a while 
at least. 


As | drive into the city | feel wound up with both pent up 
desire and irritation at the day ahead. | hope Mikhail is 
wrong because if he isn’t there could be worse on its way. 
Although that will give me a reason to send Una home... 


Even if what | really want to do is claim her as my own and 
keep her by my side. 


And in my bed. 


KKK KK 


| walk in to the musty smelling room that Dimitri calls an 
Office. It’s in the back of a vodka bar not dissimilar to where | 
met with Mikhail. He looks up at me and nods as | walk in. 


“You're late,” he says. | raise an eyebrow at him and sit down 
opposite him without speaking, glancing around casually. | 
hate these power plays, especially when | know that in spite 
of his hulking size | could break his neck with one hand. But 
he doesn’t know what I am so | must act accordingly. 


He’s an ugly bastard, big and with the type of physique that 
will one day run to fat, with scars all over his face and mean, 
pigly little eyes. Certainly no oil painting. 


“So, what’s the plan for today?” | ask, leaning back in my 
chair and eyeing him levelly. He looks puzzled at my 
nonchalance. As far as he knows I’m just another of 
Baranovsky’s hired goons. | assume he knows I’m a hit man, 
but even so | can tell he is expecting me to be scared of him 
and doesn’t understand why I’m not. 


“You have no respect, boy,” he snarls. 


“Boy? You’re talking to me about respect? What, you want to 
ask me permission to sit down?” | laugh and look around 
again. “If | were you I’d be asking why I’ve been stuck in 
such a shitty office. Baranovsky sits in luxury up in his 
Ssuite...you get the backend of a vodka bar. Nice.” 


He goes almost purple and leans towards me. | jerk back, his 
rancid breath too much for my heightened sense of smell. 


“Are you,” he asks in a raspy voice, “ fucking with me?” 


I’m tempted to answer in the affirmative, but it occurs to me 
I’m just causing trouble for the sake of it. | don’t like him and 
| don’t want to be here but | have a duty to the Clan. 
Swallowing my urge to punch him, | smile and spread my 
hands wide in appeasement. 


“We seem to have got off to a bad start Dimitri my friend. 
How about we forego the pissing contest and talk about 
what we need to do?” 


“I'm not your fucking friend,” he spits out, but when I just 
continue to eye him calmly he sighs and relaxes back. I’m 
not sure if I’m relieved or disappointed. 


“We need to go and speak to a little toad named Boris,” he 
says. “I know he knows something.” 


There’s something about the way he says it that puts me on 
alert. 


“Speak to?” 


“Yeah,” he says with a wide grin that shows dirty, shark-like 
teeth, “with the help of a blowtorch maybe.” 


| feel my stomach sink but keep my face impassive. | don’t 
torture people. It’s cowardly and completely unnecessary. 
Most people will tell you everything you need if they think 
their life is in danger without you needing to touch them. 
Torture is the act of a sadist. 


I’m pretty sure Dimitri is a sadist. 
“Right,” is all | say. “Shall we go?” 


“In a minute.” Dimitri pulls out a large bag of cocaine and 
tips it onto the desk. He snorts enough for three men before 
holding out the rolled up bill he just used. 


“Help yourself.” 
| shake my head. 
“| don’t use.” 


He sneers at me but doesn’t speak. Instead he bows his 
head and finishes the rest of it himself. As we leave his office 
and | get into his car he’s already wide-eyed and twitchy 
with beads of sweat across his forehead. 


“Where are we going?” | ask. The thought of having to spend 
enough time with him to dig up some dirt on him is 
depressing. “Where do we find Boris?” 


“He runs a sex shop.” 


| shake my head, staring out of the window. Just when I think 
the day can’t get any worse. 


| think back to home and the situation I’ve just left and 
wonder what Una is doing. Rosa will be at school by now. 
Hopefully Marta is helping her settle in. | feel a pang of guilt 
at the way I’ve been towards her. She is without her family 
and friends and in a new country with an employer who 
doesn’t even look at her when she speaks. | resolve to try 
and be nicer. Of course it’s easier to do that while I’m miles 
away and not having to deal with the intoxicating reality of 
her being in front of me. 


| want her so badly and I know it’s about more than just lust, 
but | have to remind myself that it can’t happen and for so 
many good reasons, not the least of which is the situation 
I’m in right now. Even if she wasn’t Richard’s daughter, 


wasn’t Rosa’s nanny and even if | wasn’t a shifter, I’m a 
criminal. One who currently spends his day as the delightful 
Dimitri’s sidekick. I’m sure I’m everything she would not 
want. 


And yet | smelled desire on her. 


But that means nothing. I’m not blind...| see the way human 
women look at me and | know they often find me attractive. 
This is only that and nothing more. She probably has a 
boyfriend back home. 


At that thought, I’m hit with a wave of jealousy so hard that 
Dimitri’s blowtorch feels like an option. | have to get a grip. 


| bring myself back to reality and try to concentrate on what 
is happening in the here and now. | need to find a way to get 
the information needed out of Boris without Dimitri letting 
loose on him. | refuse to be a part of his sick wish to inflict 
pain. 


Dimitri belches loudly then grins at me. He seems to take a 
perverse pleasure in knowing how disgusting he is. 


| sigh again, audibly. 
It’s going to be a long day. 


CHAPTER 4 


Una 


It’s going to be a long day. 


As Alek hasn’t bothered to speak to me long enough for me 
to get any clarification on what my exact duties are, | have 
no idea what to do with myself after Rosa has gone to 
school. Unpacking would be a start, | Suppose. 


After breakfast | go with Rosa to her room so she can get her 
school bag. She has a suite too, beautifully decorated in lilac 
and pale green and the first thing | see when | walk into her 
room is a large framed photo of her and her mother. My 
heart melts for her. 


“Your mother was very pretty. You look like her,” | tell her 
and then wonder if I’ve tried to get personal too soon as the 
girl smiles politely but visibly winces. As she turns to pack 
her things into her school bag | look again at the picture. 
Mother and daughter are laughing at the camera and their 
joy is palpable. | wonder if it was Alek who took the picture. 
His sister looked like him too. 


Without all the testosterone, obviously. 


| can’t work out what the deal is with Alek. He’s as polite as 
he needs to be and no more and he’s giving me the distinct 
impression he doesn’t want me here. | want to give him the 
benefit of the doubt...maybe he’s stressed, or finds having 
me here in the absence of his sister painful, or he just 
doesn’t like people...but none of those reasons seem like 
justification for what is beginning to feel like open hostility. 


And yet, when he briefly met my eyes across the breakfast 
table I’m sure | caught a flicker of something more...tender. 
Just for a second. 


But perhaps it was just wishful thinking. Because no matter 
how much I want to just be able to dislike him right back if 
this is going to be his attitude, the effect he has on me is 
something else. Something I’ve never felt before. 


| want him. | want to know what it feels like to be in those 
huge arms and to kiss those full lips. | want other things too, 
things that | have absolutely no experience of but all of a 
sudden my mind seems capable of dreaming up plenty of 
scenarios...| shake my head to clear it and smile at Rosa as 
she hoists her bag onto her shoulder. 


“I'm ready,” 


“Let’s go,” | say and follow her out. She’s a funny little thing, 
both serious and precocious and | wonder how much of the 
seriousness is innate or how much of it is because of her 
loss. | wonder where her father is. 


At least she has Alek, who obviously adores her. He does 
have some heart. 


We go downstairs and | get into Marta’s car, remembering 
that Alek said | could make use of the spare car. At least he’s 
generous. I’m pretty sure | won’t want for anything while I’m 
here...except maybe a social life. Again | remind myself it’s a 
lot better than my last position and at least Rosa shows no 
sign of being a brat. 


It’s not a long drive to her school. It’s next to an Orthodox 
church so | assume it’s faith based. As she gets out of the car 
| hesitate, wondering if | should go with her or wait and let 
Marta go. Rosa looks at me expectantly and | feel quite 
flattered as | climb out of the car and accompany her to the 
school gates. At least one of the Demidovs seems to like me. 


“I like you,” she corroborates before skipping off. Just before 
she goes through the gates she looks back over her shoulder 
and adds, “You smell nice.” 


| laugh, puzzled. I’m not wearing perfume. Maybe it was the 
jasmine oil from last night. 


| get back into the car with Marta. 


“I think she likes me,” | say. Marta smiles at me as she pulls 
off. “Yes, she does. It's a good thing...Miss Rosa can be 
very...particular.” 


“Like her uncle,” | say grumpily without thinking. Marta 
frowns, her eyes on the road. 


“Alek can be...” she searches for the right word, “awkward. 
With new people. | think you will get used to him.” 


| nod, looking out of the window without seeing the scenery 

that’s passing by. There are so many questions | want to ask 

but | don’t want Marta to think I’m trying or to guess why I’m 
so interested. 


Then | blurt out, “Does he have a girlfriend? | mean, so | 
know to expect visitors,” | finish lamely. Marta’s slight smile 
shows me she’s not fooled for a moment. 


“No. Alek does not have...girlfriends.” 


“What, ever?” | ask incredulously. Perhaps he just doesn’t 
bring them home. 


“No,” Marta says as though there’s nothing weird about a 
man that looks that good not having a string of women 
falling at his feet. Then | get it. 


“He’s gay.” Marta takes her eyes off the road for a moment to 
give me a surprised look and | remember that Russia is 
nowhere near as liberal as the US. 


“No, | wouldn’t have thought so,” she says in a firm voice 
and | gather she doesn’t want to pursue the line of 


conversation. | don’t blame her. I’ve been here less than 
twenty-four hours and I’m asking personal questions about 
the love life of my employer. My father’s friend too no less. 
Could | be any more inappropriate? | feel my face flush and 
sigh inwardly. 


Then Marta says something in a way that sounds like a 
warning. 


“Alek is not like other men. You must not expect him to be.” 


| wonder what she means but | don’t want to ask. | can tell 
she’s not comfortable with the topic of conversation so | stay 
quiet for the rest of the drive, but | keep mulling over her 
comment. 


Not like other men, how? | wonder if she’s referring to 
whatever it is that he does for a living. When | asked him 
this morning he didn’t seem sure. Sales in a nightclub? Even 
Rosa looked confused. 


Maybe he’s a drug dealer. Or a spy. I’m pretty sure he must 
do something more than “sales in a nightclub” to have come 
into contact with my father when he was a diplomat here. 
Although Dad doesn’t really talk about his work I’m certain 
he had friends who were less than strictly kosher. Maybe 
even linked to the bratva. 


A thought occurs to me. Could Alek be bratva? Somehow it 
feels like it fits. Not that the Russian Mafia is a subject | 
know much about. 


The thought that he might well be some kind of criminal 
sends a shudder through me and yet...it doesn’t put me off. 
He’s no less desirable, in fact if anything the possibility of 
danger makes him even more intriguing. | shake my head at 
myself. | seem to be doing that a lot where Alek is 
concerned. 


When we get back | ask Marta if she knows what my duties 
entail, as she seems to function as a sort of housekeeper. | 
really should have clarified all this before | came over here 
but it was all arranged quite quickly and | was just glad to 
have a job again. The French family refused to givea 
reference to the agency | was with, annoyed that | didn’t 
want to stay with them any longer. 


Marta doesn’t look sure either. “Well when Miss Rosa gets in 
from school you can help her with her homework? Then if 
she lets you, you can take over bath and bedtime. That is if 
Alek is not back.” 


“And in the meantime, during the day? Can | help you with 
anything? Honestly, | don’t mind, anything.” 


Marta looks thoughtful. “Okay yes. Maybe you could do Miss 
Rosa’s ironing? She needs fresh clothes for the rest of the 
week.” 


| nod and so I end up spending the next two hours ironing. 
It’s not exactly nanny work but I’m just glad to have 
something to do. It takes me up to lunchtime when Marta 
lays out some cold salami, beetroot and bread. The bread is 
homemade. 


“Your cooking is some kind of magic Marta,” | tell her 
between mouthfuls. She looks proud. 


After lunch is cleared away | wander kind of aimlessly 
around the house. I’m thinking of Alek again. 


| wonder what he does all day. 


CHAPTER 5 


Alek 


Boris looks terrified as Dimitri leers over the counter at him. 


“We've come to ask you a few questions Boris,” he says. The 
smaller man, who is whippet thin with a large nose and thin 
lips, says nothing. He looks frozen to the spot. | can tell he 
was expecting this and now that his fears have been 

realized he seems stuck in a kind of resigned panic. | wonder 
why if he even had a hint of what was coming he didn’t just 
run. 


But of course | know why. There is nowhere he could run to 

in Russia that would be beyond the reach of Baranovsky. He 
would be hunted until he was found. Most likely, | think, by 
one of the Clan. That part he doesn’t know. 


That gives me an idea. | spent the whole drive here 
wondering just how I’m going to get out of Dimitri’s torture 
session without either looking like | don’t have the stomach 
for it or alerting him that I’m not quite what | seem and my 
motives for being here are not just what he has been told. | 
had resigned myself to stating point blank it wasn’t going to 
happen and dealing with the consequences, but now | 
believe | might have found a solution. As long as | can fool 
Dimitri into going along with it. His thuggish demeanour 
seems innate but | also know he plays up to it and is not as 
stupid as he might appear. You don’t get to be second in 
command to a crime lord without having plenty of wits. 


“What about?” Boris asks. He still looks frozen. His mouth is 
moving but his eyes stare rigidly ahead and his body doesn’t 
move at all. He’s like a deer caught in the headlights. Like 


prey just before the predator pounces. Knowing he could 
bolt any minute | go over to the shop door and lock it, 
prompting Boris to let out an audible exhale that comes out 
like a low whine. I try not to show my disgust, knowing that 
most people would be terrified in this situation, but I’d 
judged him the minute we walked into his ‘shop.’ | don’t 
even know the names for some of the things he sells in here 
but they seem to be more likely to be used by Dimitri during 
a torture session than by anyone else. 


Humans. 


“We're going to go out the back there Boris,” Dimitri says, 
Shaking his bag, “and have a little talk.” 


Boris just shakes his head. 


“He looks ready to talk to me,” | say, trying to save him 
some pain. But Boris looks at me wildly. 


“No,” he says, “I don’t know anything.” As he says it his eyes 
flick towards Dimitri and back again. It’s a tiny movement, 
almost imperceptible, but it tells me all | need to know. 
Whatever he knows | would bet good money that Dimitri 
already knows it because it implicates him in some way. 


This is going to make things harder. 


| nod my head to Dimitri to let him know | want to talk to 
him and we go over to the door. He looks annoyed. 


“Let me go in alone with him,” | say. Now Dimitri just looks 
angry. 
“What the fuck for? Fancy him do you?” 


“| guarantee | will get all the information we need out of him 
in less than five minutes. But | prefer to work alone.” 


Dimitri snorts in disbelief. 


“Why do you think Baranovsky wanted me on this?” | say. 
Dimitri looks me up and down then shakes his head. 


“Five minutes,” | say. | see him wrestling with himself. He 
won't want to annoy Baranovsky but I’m also pretty sure 
he’s hiding something. | decide to just call him out. 


“Unless you don’t want me on my own with him? You got 
something to hide?” 


He goes that mottled purple color again but nods once and 
hands his bag out. | shake my head. 


“| don’t need it.” 
“What are you, some martial arts expert or something?” 


“Or something,” | say as | walk towards Boris. | grab him 
round the back of his neck and lift him slightly off the floor 
with one hand then carry him into the back room of his shop. 
| hear Dimitri’s gasp of shock. 


Knowing | have to be quick | shove Boris down onto a chair 
and speak quietly but urgently. 


“You know someone is leaking information don’t you? Just 
give me a name Boris and I'll kill you quickly. You won't feel 
a thing.” 


| don’t bother to lie and tell him he will be let go. Dimitri is 
never going to let him out of here. | curse Mikhail for putting 
me in this situation as Boris starts to cry silently. 


“| don’t know anything about it,” he whispers, glancing 
towards the door that leads to the shop. “And he knows | 
don’t. He just wants me out of the way because of what | do 
know.” 


“And what do you know?” 


Boris meets my gaze and | can tell he doesn’t know whether 
to trust me or not. 


“It will be quick?” 
| nod. 


“I'm dying anyway,” he says, “Hepatitis.” 


“| know,” | say. | could smell the death on him as soon as we 
walked in. 


“You don’t like him do you?” he says, meaning Dimitri. “I can 
tell. You’re different. Are you police?” 


| laugh at that. “No, I’m a spy,” | half lie. “Now tell me what it 
is you know. You’ve got approximately thirty seconds before 
that brute comes barging in here and then I can’t help you. 


“Dimitri is into some bad stuff. People trafficking. He thinks 
the Kremlin is onto him.” 


| nod. “How do you know?” 


Boris hangs his head in shame and | don’t need him to 
answer. He was part of the operation. 


“Does Baranovsky know?” 
“| don’t know.” 


He’s telling the truth. | walk over and snap his neck with one 
hand... quickly enough that he doesn’t even know it’s 
happening. Then Dimitri comes storming in. He stops as he 
sees Boris. 


“He's dead.” 

“Yeah.” 

Dimitri glares at me. 
“How did you kill him?” 


| don’t answer and | sense his grudging respect and a hint of 
fear. Good. 


“So what did he tell you?” 


“He didn’t know anything,” | say and walk out of the shop to 
the car leaving Dimitri to follow after me. 


| want to go home. After a day spent in Dimitri’s car and 
Boris’ shop | need a hot shower. 


| have to stop myself from imagining Una in there with me. 
Tension curls tight within me and I can think of no better 
way to ease it than having Una in my arms...the image of her 
naked and moaning with pleasure beneath me pops into my 
mind and | feel a wave of heat in my belly. As much as Una is 
a welcome distraction from the events that have just 
happened | push the image away, partly out of guilt and 
partly out of a sense that | don’t even want the thought of 
her anywhere near the sordidness of the day. Even thinking 
about her anywhere in the vicinity of Dimitri feels wrong. 


What the fuck is that about? This urge to protect her goes 
deeper than the fact that she’s in my employ and under my 
watch. It’s wrapped up in the equally urgent need to be 
buried between her creamy thighs. | want her to be my 
mate. 


Which is crazy and for a whole host of reasons. It just cannot 
happen. 


| take a deep breath and will myself to bring my attention 
back to the present. As we drive back to Dimitri’s club I’m all 
too aware of the heavy silence between us. It’s a loaded, 
sinister silence and I’m sure that if it were not for the fact 
that Dimitri is wary of me and doesn’t understand what | can 
do, he would have attempted to kill me by now. 


He doesn’t believe me that Boris didn’t tell me anything. 
After all he knows what Boris knows. Had we both gone in 
that room together Boris would have been too terrified to 
speak, Knowing that whatever punishment was about to be 
meted out would only be made worse. Also he would have 
assumed that if | was with Dimitri | was possibly in it with 
him. Which begs the question of why Dimitri let me go in 
there alone...but what else could he do without my realizing 
something was wrong? Now he doesn’t know what | know 


and that makes me a threat. My swift killing of Boris with my 
bare hands is the only reason he hasn't just dispatched me, 
that and he is no doubt wondering about my relationship 
with Baranovsky. 


| sigh. This is getting complicated. | wonder what Dimitri’s 
next move will be. We are no nearer to sniffing out the mole 
in Baranovsky’s ranks, which means we now have to work 
together with him wondering how much | know and how he 
can get me out of the way if | Know too much. The fact that | 
show no fear of him is baffling him. 


We get back to the club and | get straight out of his car and 
into my own. Dimitri glares at me, looking confused. 


“We have other people to talk to. Seeing as Boris told us 
nothing.” 


“I've got other appointments,” | tell him casually, “you’re on 
your own for now. l'Il be back tomorrow morning.” 


His glare intensifies and he looks like he’s about to say 
something but thinks better of it. | pull away and can’t resist 
giving him a wave out of the window. He gives me a look 
that could strip paint as | drive away. /’ve made an enemy 
there, | think. 


I’m halfway home when | pull over and call Mikhail. 


“Yes,” he answers after a few rings. | fill him in on the day’s 
events. 


“So Dimitri is involved in trafficking but we don’t know if 
Baranovsky knows or not?” 


“That’s the crux of it. But I’m thinking Baranovsky doesn’t 
know or he wouldn’t risk having any of us anywhere near 
Dimitri. He knows that if we were to find out anything like 
that then the alliance would be over. Dimitri doesn’t want 
me around in the slightest and now we know why. | don’t 
think Baranovsky is the problem here, just Dimitri.” 


Mikhail doesn’t answer for a few moments before he says, “It 
makes sense. So now | wonder if the whole reason he wants 
us on this assignment is to investigate Dimitri.” 


“Yes. | was thinking the same. Dimitri is big and bad all by 
himself. He could easily have investigated the mole without 
my help.” 


“So for once our interests and Baranovsky’s align,” Mikhail 
muses. “This could certainly soothe relations for a while if we 
can sort this out for him. Keep digging. Find the mole and 
find out what you can about Dimitri’s activities and things 
might smooth over for a while. This may be a test of our 
loyalty as much as anything else.” 


| snort loudly at that. Loyalty and Baranovsky are hardly two 
words | would ever place together. 


“There are still things that aren’t right,” Mikhail says, “just 
keep your ear to the ground.” 


| sigh again and when Mikhail speaks his voice is softer. “1 
know this is a lot to take on. But you’re the best placed out 
of all of us to do it and your social skills are...a little better 
than most, shall we say.” 


That’s because of Jenka, | think and automatically feel a 
wave of sadness. | miss my sister. Losing my parents was bad 
enough but we at least had each other to lean on. All | have 
is a grieving now child, a housekeeper on loan and an au 
pair | can’t talk to or look at without wanting to take her 
clothes off. 


| can feel a headache coming on. 


“I'll report back tomorrow,” | say and cut the call, suddenly 
too tired to speak any more. 


| drive home and try not to think about Una. 


CHAPTER 6 


Una 


After school Rosa seems a lot livelier. | spend some time with 
her admiring the pictures she drew in class today and then 
help her with her homework. Then she goes off to get 
changed out of her uniform before dinner while | go to the 
kitchen to help Marta prepare for dinner but she shoos me 
out. 


“| have to have things to do,” | complain, “lIl go crazy just 
hanging around the house.” 


She gives me a sympathetic smile. 


“Tomorrow, go into town and find yourself some Russian 
classes?” she suggests. | nod. That’s not actually a bad idea, 
| think. It would be good to brush up on my Russian and for 
an au pair, the more languages the better. Especially as the 
plan is to run my own international agency one day. | give 
Marta a quick hug. 


“That’s a fantastic idea Marta.'' | tell her. She looks 
delighted. 


“Soon | will go back to Mr and Mrs Kusnetsov’s,” she says, 
“so then you will have more to do.” 


“You will have to teach me how to make that amazing 
borscht in that case,” | tell her. She smiles. 


| go up to Rosa’s room to see if there’s anything | can do 
there and find her sitting at her dressing table looking 
forlorn, staring at the hairbrush in her lap. 


“Rosa, are you okay?” | ask. She lifts her head and looks at 
me and the sadness in her eyes makes my breath catch in 


my throat. 


“It’s just...Mama used to brush my hair and plait it for me. 
I’m not very good at plaits.” 


My heart aches for her. | want to offer to help but wonder if 
she will see it as my taking over. But then she asks, “Can 
you do plaits?” and | nod and go over to her, taking the 
hairbrush from her. 


“You have beautiful hair,” | tell her as | brush it. She meets 
my eyes in the mirror and smiles. | plait it for her and then 
as we walk downstairs for dinner she holds my hand for a 
few moments before dropping it and running off to sit at the 
table. 


I’m just sitting down myself and Marta is dishing up when 
Alek walks in and | immediately feel my stomach lurch. | try 
to act casual, to not look at him given that he usually 
ignores me anyway, but I can feel my heart thumping in my 
chest and heat pools in the pit of my stomach. 


Honestly, the effect he has on me is embarrassing. 


| can’t help watching him out of the corner of my eye as he 
kisses Rosa and then takes his seat. 


Finally he turns to me. 


“How was your day Una?” he asks in a strangely formal way. 
Still at least he’s making an effort. 


“It was ...nice,” | say. He raises an eyebrow at me as | finally 
meet his gaze, feeling a jolt go through me as I do. He’s so 
goddamn sexy, | think. 

“Nice?” 


“Well, there isn’t much to do while Rosa is at school,” | say. 
“Marta did give me some chores though and she said she 
will be going back to her old employer soon? So I’m sure I'll 


soon be very busy. | was thinking in the meantime - well it 
was Marta’s idea actually - about taking Russian classes.” 


It’s the most I’ve ever said to him and | fall silent, feeling 
myself blush as he stares at me. He’s studying me in an 
intense kind of way that seems to have no bearing on 
anything I’ve just said. 


“Sounds good,” he says and abruptly turns away to tuck into 
his dinner. | open my mouth then shut it again, feeling like 
I've just missed something. | feel a blush start to bloom on 
my cheeks. 


Luckily Rosa starts to chatter away about school, and | tuck 
into my own food, feeling flustered. The way he looked at 
me...there was definitely interest there wasn’t there? But it 
wasn’t the sort of look I’ve had from men before, as if I’m 
either a piece of meat to be enjoyed or some kind of delicate 
flower. | don’t know what it means, but | do know how he 
makes me feel. I’m wet between my thighs and my face feels 
hot as | try to figure out what the hell is going on here. 


By the time he and Rosa have finished talking I’ve centred 
myself enough to attempt to speak again but | know it’s only 
because | want to feel his eyes back on me. 


“How was your day?” 


A strange look crosses his face before he answers in a voice 
that’s far too casual considering he must be the least casual 
person I’ve ever met. 


“Yeah it was good.” 


“Work go well?” I’m pressing him and I’m not even sure why. 
He definitely looks uncomfortable. 


“Fine,” he says shortly. He doesn’t look at me again 
throughout dinner and I mentally kick myself for pushing 
him. Trying to get a reaction or some information out of him 
that | already knew he wasn’t likely to give. Whatever it is 


he does he’s clearly not about to tell me about it and in all 
honesty it’s not my business. I’m the au pair, not his 
. friend. 


| realize how badly | want him to see me as more than just 
the au pair. Certainly as more than an old friend’s daughter. 
But maybe that’s the way to get him to open up. 


“My dad loved working in Russia,” | tell him, “that’s how you 
met, right?” 
He nods, looking more relaxed. 


“Yes. | was working security at the Embassy. Your father was 
very kind to me and we struck up a friendship.” 


| wonder what they had in common. Alek doesn’t seem the 
type to make friends easily. 


To my surprise he answers me, a faraway look in his eyes. 


“He is a good man, your father. | had just lost my parents 
and so | appreciated him taking me under his wing so to 
speak.” 


| frown. He lost his parents too? No wonder he’s grumpy. | 
can’t fathom what that must feel like and now to lose his 
sister too and be left having to be strong for her 
daughter...once again | wonder where Rosa’s father is. 


“We're both orfins,” Rosa says sadly. 
“Orphans,” Alek corrects automatically. 


“Has Rosa’s father...” | begin to blurt out without thinking 
then stop myself. Alek cuts his eyes to me and | understand 
this is a taboo subject, although Rosa just shrugs. 


“He was just some guy Mama met at college,” she says 
pragmatically. “So | just had Mama.” 


“That’s very sad,” | say soothingly, feeling devastated for 
them both. So much loss in one family...! immediately feel 


guilty for expecting too much too soon. No wonder Alek is 
strange with new people. 


We finish the rest of dinner in silence and then | help Marta 
clear away before going to help Rosa with her bath and read 
her a bedtime story. 


First day done and I’m not really sure what to make of it. | go 
back to my room and am finishing up my unpacking when | 
hear a knock at the door and go to answer it. 


Alek. 
| swallow as my mouth goes suddenly dry. 
He holds a key out to me. 


“Your car,” he says. “So you can start to get around and find 
out about those classes. I’m sorry if | left you without much 
direction today. | suppose this is all new to me.” 


| nod, touched at this sudden vulnerability. “It must be so 
difficult,” | say softly, “but you’re obviously doing a great 
job. Rosa adores you.” 


His face lights up at that. 


“Yes. And | her. She’s like my own child. Like she told you, 
her father was never around. Jenka wanted it that way. It has 
never seemed to bother Rosa...but of course now her mother 
is gone. | do my best to be a father to her but it’s hard...on 
my own.” 


“Have you ever wanted children?” | ask, then cringe 
inwardly. Why did I ask him that? 


To my surprise though he doesn’t retreat into himself again 
as | expect but instead holds my gaze like he did at the 
dinner table, his intense blue eyes boring into mine. Again | 
feel my pulse flutter and that delicious heat begins to curl in 
my stomach. My lips go dry and | lick them without thinking 
then feel myself grow wet as his gaze immediately drops to 


my mouth. | want him to kiss me so badly it’s like an actual, 
physical ache. For a moment I think that’s what he’s about 
to do and | stand frozen, holding my breath, but he doesn’t. 


Instead he raises his eyes to mine again and then says ina 
slow, deep voice that is more like a growl... 


“l'm still waiting to find a woman to carry them.” 
Then he kisses me. 


CHAPTER 7 


Alek 


Whatever she was going to say she stops as | pull her to me 
and kiss her with barely a coherent thought as to what I’m 
about to do. | crush my mouth to hers and as her lips part 
and yield to mine I push her back against the wall and kiss 
her roughly. She moans low in her throat and the sound 
drives me wild. | can smell the desire on her, sense how 
much she wants me and it turns me on so much | can think 
of nothing but having her, taking her until she’s spent. 


| bite her neck and nibble round her ear, drinking in the 
taste of her skin. 


“I want you Una,” | whisper in her ear and she moans in 
return. “I want you to ride my cock until you cum all over it.” 


She gasps and clutches me to her, her hands at my back. | 
wrap one hand in that soft waterfall of her hair, tugging 
Slightly, tipping her head back and exposing her throat. | 
run my tongue across her collarbone and she whimpers. 


“Tell me you want me,” | say, feeling my cock ache against 
the denim of my pants. 


“I want you,” she whispers back and her words are enough 
to make me nearly cum in my pants. | run my hands down to 
cup her ass and pull her against me, lifting her up so her 
groin presses against mine. 


“Can you feel that?” | ask her. “Can you feel how hard | am 
for you?” 


She nods, her face flushing. | kiss her again and she 
responds enthusiastically, one hand going to the back of my 


head and pulling me to her. | love that she wants me this 
way. | can feel her nipples almost painfully hard pressing 
through her shirt and into my chest and her pussy is warm 
through her pants. | set her back down on her feet and then 
run a hand up across her hip, up the curve of her waist and 
then over her tits, sweeping gently over both nipples. An 
involuntary moan escapes her lips and she bites her lip 
shyly, a gesture that looks so fucking sexy | kiss her harder 
and grab her ass again. She runs a hand around my waist 
and up under my shirt, stroking my chest. 


I’m about to strip off my shirt when | hear the sound of a 
cough from down the other end of the hall. Rosa. 


Reality floods back in and | realize sharply exactly where | 
am, what I’m doing and who with. | let go of Una and step 
back. 


“I'm sorry,” | say. “That shouldn't have happened. It was a 
mistake.” 


By her sharp intake of breath and the hurt expression on her 
face I realize I’ve said exactly the wrong thing. | frown and 
go to say something else but her expression turns to one of 
anger. 


“Fine,” she snaps out, the rage in her words showing she’s 
anything but, “that’s absolutely fine.” 


She shuts the door in my face and for a moment | want to 
burst through it and take her right now over her bed. But | 
don’t. 


Instead | let her go, telling myself it’s the right thing to do. 
But if that’s the case then why does it feel so fucking wrong? 


2K KKK K 


The next morning | get up, dress and leave the house 
without going down for breakfast. | miss seeing Rosa but 
after the way | behaved last night | can’t trust myself to face 
Una. 


| gave in. | kissed her. B/een. More than kissed her...every 
part of me wanted to take her in that room, lie her down on 
the bed and fuck her until she screamed for more...the 
thought of it has me instantly hard. 


| should send her home, but Rosa seems to like her and after 
everything the poor girl has been through | don’t want her to 
have any more inconsistency...but | don’t know how much 
longer | can hold myself back. 


Because | know she wants me. | would never force myself on 
a woman, | find that behaviour abhorrent, but every time I’m 
near Una | can sense the desire in her, see her pupils dilate, 
her pulse flutter in her throat, her cheeks flush and even her 
nipples stiffen under those white shirts she wears...how can | 
not respond to that when she already turns me on in a way 
I’ve never encountered before? | never knew such fierce, 
primal wanting even existed. It comes as much from the 
bear in me as the human. | want to mate with her and share 
my territory with her. It goes beyond words, beyond human 
feeling, it’s a base instinct that suddenly feels as natural as 
breathing... 


..And yet I can’t give in to it. It would be wrong. 


Wouldn’t it? She’s a grown woman after all. Yet | doubt that 
Richard would see it like that. Growling under my breath | 
drive to see Dimitri, not looking forward to spending another 
day with him but knowing that the faster | find the 
information Baranovsky - and Mikhail - need the faster I can 
be done with this. Whatever happened to a good old 
fashioned kill? I’m a hit man, not a...whatever Dimitri is. 


He’s standing outside the club waiting for me, glowering at 
me as | get out of my car. | wonder what to expect from him 
today. As | approach him | can smell the drugs on him and 
my nostrils flare in disgust. He’s starting early, | think. | 
wonder if his habit was always this bad or if he’s reacting to 
the current stress he must be under. He must know that he’s 
about to be found out. 


| need to be on my guard today, | know that much. 


“Kak d’la?” | ask him. How are you? He narrows his already 
squinty eyes. 

“You fucking wih me?” he asks aggressively. 

“What the fuck are you talking about Dimitri?” I say ina 
casual tone of voice although I’m readying myself for some 
kind of attack. As wary as I have made him the drugs will 
give him a false confidence and as yet he has no idea of just 
how wary he really needs to be. 


“| think,” he says slowly, “that you think you’re better than 
me.” 


| raise an eyebrow. 
“I think you should stop thinking. Give your brain a rest.” 


He looks startled all of a sudden as though I’ve reminded 
him of something. Then he resumes his glaring. 


“Look,” I say with all the patience | possess, which isn’t a lot, 
“we don’t have to like each other. Let’s just get the job done 
shall we? What do we need to do today?” 


| really hope I’m not going to have to try and navigate any 
torture sessions again today. 


Dimitri ignores my question. 


“| want,” he says again in that slow voice, “to know what 
Boris said to you yesterday.” 


“Nothing,” | shrug. 


Dimitri narrows his eyes again and his disbelief is evident. | 
sigh heavily and try to look apologetic. 


“I'll be honest, okay? | was too heavy handed...! didn’t mean 
to kill him that quickly.” 


“How did you kill him?” 


| don’t answer but I hold his gaze until he drops his and | 
scent a whiff of fear on him. Good. The more frightened he is 
the more he’s likely to slip up and tell me something he 
shouldn't. 


“Today you let me take charge,” he says. | nod although my 
stomach churns at the thought of it. There is no way he will 
let me in a room alone with an interrogation suspect again 
after yesterday. | need to find the information | want as 
swiftly as possible. 


“What are we doing today?” | ask again. 


Dimitri scowls. “I did some...research...last night,” he grins 
and for a second he reminds me of a Shark, “and | think I’ve 
located the mole.” 


“That was quick,” | note. 


“Yeah,” he says and | get the sense he’s trying to prove 
something. That he doesn’t need me around. And if there 
wasn’t more going on than meets the eye I’m sure he 
wouldn’t. Having me around is an insult to his pride. 


“So we have a plant in the Kremlin. It’s not him, which was 
my first thought, but it’s not, but he uses a guy to send 
messages. | ...questioned him last night. Didn’t take long.” 
He gives that shark like grin again. | nod, impatient for him 
to get to the point. 


“A man named Petrov has been using him to send messages 
into the Kremlin too. Petrov is a businessman. He runs one of 


our establishments in Moscow.” 


“You mean a brothel,” | say with distaste. “Yeah,” he leers at 
me. “So we’re going to see him, nice and early before he’s 
expecting it.” 


“Have you told Baranovsky?” 


“Yeah,” he looks angry, “he wants an execution. To send a 
message.” 


“AS opposed to chopping him into little pieces, which | 
Suppose would have been your preference?” 


Baranovsky can be sadistic but he is also clever. A 
straightforward execution style killing sends a clear 
message. Torture scares people but it’s also sloppy and is 
best employed tactically, a concept Dimitri here would never 
grasp. Not that any of it makes much sense to me. Humans 
have such a burning need for power for powers sake. It’s 
unnatural and wasteful. But | can’t say any of that so | just 
shrug and gesture towards the cars. 


“Shall | drive today?” Dimitri looks suspicious then nods. | 
don’t really want him in my car but neither can | face 
another day of being cooped up in his so I stride over to 
mine and get in, waiting for him to get in and belt up. He 
Snorts a line of cocaine off the dashboard again and | try not 
to show my disgust, something I’m getting used to 
suppressing around him. 


As we pull away | ask, “So why did we need to speak to 
Boris? What was the connection?” 


Dimitri stiffens beside me. 


“Petrov uses Boris’s shop...for props and things. You know 
the score.” 


| actually have no idea nor do I want to. | resist the urge to 
point out what a tenuous connection it is before | make him 


suspicious again. He was getting rid of Boris because Boris 
knew about the trafficking, that much is clear. 


Dimitri sniffs a few more lines and they make him talkative. 


“Have you got a woman?” he asks. | shake my head even as | 
think of Una. She’s not yours. | tell myself only to hear 
another part of me answer...but she should be. 


But how could it ever work? Even if we could somehow get 
around the fact that she is my friend’s daughter, how would | 
tell her | kill people for a living? 


And on top of that, that I’m not even human? 
There is nothing | can offer her. 


Except everything that stubborn voice whispers again. | try 
to ignore it. 


“Why not?” Dimitri pursues “Face like yours they must be 
falling all over you.” 


“I’ve never had much time for them,” | say honestly. He grins 
at that. 


“Right. More trouble than they’re worth.” 


| think of Una again. Dimitri’s right, although not in the way 
he thinks. Getting intimate with Una would cause more 
trouble than it’s probably worth for her, but to me? | can’t 
envisage what a life with a mate would look like, but I’m 
starting to want to know. Maybe | should talk to Andrei. He 
mated with an American girl and now they even havea 
baby... 


| meant what I said to Una last night even though | didn’t 
realize what | was about to say until the words were out of 
my mouth. | want her to carry my children, as crazy as | 
know that is. | want to make her mine, fill her with my seed 
and raise a family with her... 


| shake my head impatiently at myself. | should know better 
... 've lost enough people already. 


“You got kids?” he asks me as if reading my thoughts. 


“No,” | say shortly, annoyed now with his questions. If the 
cocaine made him belligerent yesterday, today it seems to 
be making him Mr Chatty and I’m not sure which is worse. | 
just want him to shut up. And I’m certainly not about to start 
revealing personal information he would no doubt later use 
against me if he could. 


That’s another good reason to not get involved with Una. 
Having dependants makes you vulnerable. | already have 
Rosa to think of. 


“| would like to have had a boy,” Dimitri muses, “a little 
comrade, eh? To grow up to be just like his Daddy.” 


| suppress a shudder. 


Finally, just as I’m about to stop the car and tear Dimitri’s 
head off, we reach our destination. From outside Petrov’s 
place looks like a pleasant enough suburban house, set back 
off the street with well tended lawns. Inside is a different 
story. 


The smell hits me first. It’s clean enough, obviously going for 
the up-market look, but my senses are too acute to miss the 
stench of stale sex, fear and desperation. | feel my hackles 
rise and | know if | had my way | would tear this place down 
and get the women in it to safety. 


We're greeted by a tall blonde in heels and lingerie. 
Everything about her says expensive, although her eyes are 
glazed over with sedatives. 


“Can | help you Sir?” She raises a perfect eyebrow, looking 
me up and down, a spark of interest under the sedation. | 
swallow my distaste. It’s not her fault, but everything about 
her and about this place turns me off. | think of Una’s sweet 


soft scent and feel a wave of longing to be at home, where | 
know she is. 


“Tell Petrov to get his ugly ass here,” Dimitri leers at her. She 
looks at him, blinks slowly and turns on her tall heels to 
fetch him. Dimitri eyes her as she walks away. | scan the 
room, feeling my preternatural senses tingle. There is 
something going on here that is just outside the edges of my 
awareness. Too much fear permeates the air and | wonder 
where it is coming from. It puts me on edge. Then | hear a 
sudden scream from upstairs and | react instantly, taking the 
stairs two at a time and kick down the door from which the 
noise is coming from. 


A tall, thin man with an ugly scar down his face is standing 
over a young woman who has a fresh bruise coloring her 
eye. He spins round at my entry and pulls a gun from his 
pocket, but before he has the chance to do anything | knock 
it out of his hand, moving with supernatural speed. | see the 
girl run out of the room out of the corner of my eye as I pin 
the man to the wall with one hand. 


“Petrov, | assume?” | snarl. The man nods, his eyes wide. | 
speak quickly, knowing Dimitri will come lumbering in after 
me at any moment. 


“I'm here with Dimitri,” | say and see the confusion in his 
face, “you've been spying for the Kremlin, is that right?” 


He shakes his head vehemently. “No, | don’t know what 
you’re talking about, | swear to God.” 


He’s telling the truth, I’m sure of it. | sense Dimitri coming in 
behind me and without taking my eyes from Petrov | say 
calmly, “He says it’s not him.” 


“Of course he does,” Dimitri says with a scoff although | 
sense the hesitation in his voice, “move out of the way and 
let me kill him.” | hear the click of the safety on Dimitri’s gun 
and | let Petrov go and step out of the way so I’m not in the 


firing line. Bullets usually can't kill us, but I’m not so sure 
one to the head at close range wouldn’t cause lasting 
damage in spite of our near miraculous healing powers. 


As he raises his gun and Petrov looks around wildly for an 
escape | say casually, “What do you know about the 
trafficking ring Petrov?” 


“What are you talking about?” Dimitri says quickly. “We’re 
not here about a trafficking ring.” 


“No?” My eyes flicker from him to Petrov. “So if | look around 
this place | won’t find more women here against their will?” 


Petrov goes even paler and | know I’m right. 


“It’s not me,” he gabbles, a note of pleading in his voice, “| 
bring the girls in for him,” he nods towards Dimitri. 


Dimitri shoots him and his body falls onto me, meaning | 
waste precious seconds pushing him off me while Dimitri 
turns and then shoots me, making me bellow with rage as a 
bullet rips into my chest. It won’t kill me, but it really 
fucking hurts. 


| see Dimitri’s look of utter shock as | push Petrov’s body off 
me, seemingly unhurt, then he runs out of the room a lot 
faster than he came in it. The bullet slows me down enough 
that he gets a head start and I’m running down the stairs 
after him when the blonde girl runs up looking both 
panicked and confused. He grabs her and flings her into me 
with such force she falls and | have no choice but to stop 
and right her. She clings on to me, sobbing. 


“What’s happening?” she asks. “Why are you shooting? 
What’s going to happen to us?” 


| take her by the tops of the arms and steady her, saying in 
as soothing a tone of voice as | can muster, 


“You're not going to get hurt. Stay here and l'Il be back ina 
minute. Alright?” 


She nods, dazed, while | take off again after Dimitri. The girl 
has cost me precious time. | chase him outside and lunge at 
the car but he pulls off just as my fingers brush the door 
handle. 


“Bleert” | curse, running a hand through my hair. Now | have 
to make my own way back to the club, by which time he will 
either be long gone or planning an attack. Given his face 
when he saw the way | took a bullet to the chest which 
barely slowed me down, | suspect the former is more likely. 


What a mess, | think with a sigh as | walk back into Petrov’s 
brothel. The blonde girl comforts the one with the bruised 
face, who is talking in a language | don’t recognize and the 
blonde woman doesn’t seem to either. She looks up at me 
as | walk in and shut the door behind me, her face full of 
fear. | can hardly blame her. 


“She said something about you getting shot,” she says, 
looking at the dark stain on my shirt. Thank God it’s black. 


“Flesh wound,” | lie. In truth the bullet has gone deep and | 
can feel my body healing around it and pushing the bullet 
out. It hurts a lot, but | ignore it. 


“Are there any more women being kept here?” | ask. 
“Three of us...work here.” 

| shake my head and try not to sound impatient. 
“No, | mean, against their will?” 


She hesitates, then nods and looks ashamed, hanging her 
head. “There are five...in the cellar.” 


“Do you know where the key is?” 
She nods again. 


“Let them out” | tell her gently. “I’m going to call someone, 
and we’re going to get them - and the rest of you if you 
want - to safety.” 


Her eyes fill with tears. 
“Who are you? Are you police?” 


“Yes,” | say. It’s a better explanation than the truth. | go 
outside and call Mikhail, filling him in on everything that has 
just happened. As usual, nothing fazes him. 


“As we thought then. So you think the leak was a cover 
story?” 


“I think Dimitri was the leak,” | say. “I wouldn’t be surprised 
if his contact within the Kremlin was part of the trafficking 
gang too.” 


“Right under Baranovsky’s nose. He won’t be happy.” | 
detect a note of pleasure in Mikhail’s voice at the thought. 


| wait outside for what seems like an age before Andrei turns 
up with another Clan member. We go in together, and spend 
the rest of the afternoon disposing of Petrov’s body and 
arranging safe passage for the rescued women. The blonde 
girl and two others who weren’t locked in the cellar choose 
to stay. 


“| will run this place now,” she tells me. | hope Baranovsky 
lets her, after all she can’t do a worse job than Petrov. 


Andrei drives me back to the club and my car. As | thought 
there’s no sign of Dimitri. We break in to his office to find 
he’s cleared out his safe. 


“He’s gone on the run.” 
“He'll be next on the hit list then,” Andrei says. | nod grimly. 
“I'll take it. It’s my mess to clean up.” 


“It doesn’t sound like you could have done anything 
differently,” Andrei points out. | run my hand through my 
hair and yawn, suddenly exhausted. | want to go home. 


“How’s Rosa?” Andrei asks as | get into my car. Rosa was in 
his wedding party. 


“She’s getting there,” | tell him. “How’s married life...and 
fatherhood?” 


He grins in a way I’d never seen him do before he met his 
wife and | feel that pang of longing again. 


“It’s the best. You should try it.” He winks at me before | 
drive away. Una’s face appears in my mind and as I drive | 
realize how much I’m looking forward to seeing her. 


Yeah, | think in answer to Andrei’s words, maybe I should. 


CHAPTER 8 


Alek 


By the time | get home I’m at a fever pitch, restless and 
aching with a need | can’t explain. The excitement of the 
day has left me on edge. | need to shift and run some of my 
energy off. Also, shifting will help complete the healing 
process. The bullet has come out and the wound healed but 
there’s still an ache inside my chest and | feel weak. 


| decide to wait until | know everyone is in bed, wary of 
making Una suspicious, so | go for a shower to wash off the 
blood and then head down to the lounge. I’ve missed dinner 
in fact it’s nearly Rosa’s bedtime. She’s sitting on the sofa 
with Una watching cartoons and looks up in delight as | 
come in. 


“Uncle Alek!” She runs into my arms and | pick her up, 
breathing in her scent that reminds me of Jenka. | close my 
eyes at the sudden stab of grief and when | open them again 
| see Una is watching me. | put Rosa down and ruffle her hair. 


“It’s nearly time for bed Princess,” | tell her. 


“Can you both take me tonight?” she asks, her eyes wide. | 
hesitate, wondering if it’s a good idea. “Please?” she begs. 


| relent, as | always do. 


“Why not?” | say. | avoid looking at Una. In my both 
weakened and heightened state | worry | won’t be able to 
keep my feelings about her from being evident. Only having 
Rosa in the room is keeping me from striding over to the sofa 
and kissing Una like my life depends on it. At some point | 


know we're going to have to address what happened last 
night. 


| take Rosa to bed and we take turns reading her a story 
before | turn off the light and kiss her forehead. Una says 
goodnight too and follows me out into the hall, shutting 
Rosa’s door softly behind her. As she follows me down the 
corridor she says softly, “She seems to like me.” 


| stop and look at her. Her red gold hair tumbles around her 
heart shaped face and her lips look soft and full. Just 
begging to be kissed. 


“Good. She’s really taken to you it’s exactly what | was 
hoping for.” 


“| took the car out today,” she says, sounding excited, “and | 
enrolled in a Russian class. | start next week. Rosa’s looking 
forward to teasing me on my pronunciation.” 


| smile. It’s been a while since Rosa has looked forward to 
anything. In just a few days Una is proving to be a breath of 
fresh air. 


“That’s amazing. I’m pleased you’re settling in. | apologize if 
I’ve been...less than friendly.” She raises an eyebrow at me 
and | carry on quickly, feeling my face burn as | think about 
the feel of her in my arms. “ It hasn’t been easy since Jenka 
died.” 


“Il can only imagine,” she says softly. She lays a hand on my 
arm. “If you ever need to talk about her, I’m happy to lend 
an ear.” 


Her touch is like an electric shock. | look down at her hand 
on me and then back up at her, feeling a wave of lust run 
through my body and coalesce, aching, at the tip of my 
cock. 


She snatches her hand away as though worried she’s 
offended me. 


“I'm sorry,” she says, “I didn’t mean...” 


“It’s okay,” | say and my voice comes out rougher than | 
intended. We stare at each other and | take a step back and 
see the hurt in her eyes. It’s too much. The pain as my 
wound continues its internal healing; the lust that threatens 
to overwhelm me and the grief of Jenka...if | don’t get away 
I’m going to shift right here in front of her. 


“Are we even going to talk about last night? When you 
kissed me?” she prompts. 


“Later,” | say, feeling my skin ripple and tingle as the shift 
threatens to overwhelm me. | have to get away. Now. 


Once again | turn and leave her even as every beat of my 
heart tells me it’s wrong. 


CHAPTER 9 


Una 


What’s wrong with him? 


| throw myself on my bed, frustrated and angry. Hot tears 
sting my eyes but | refuse to cry. My body still aches and 
throbs from the memory of his touch, desperate for more. His 
sudden passion and just as sudden rejection has left me 
reeling. 


I’ve never been touched like that. Never been kissed like 
that. In all of my fantasies | had no idea that a man could 
have that effect on me...could make every nerve ending 
ignite for him and every inch of my skin feel like it had been 
turned inside out... 


| responded to him like it was the most natural thing in the 
world. Like we belong to each other. 


| roll over onto my back, letting out a frustrated moan. | just 
can’t figure him out. 


At least | know he wants me. 


| soent most of yesterday assuming he really disliked me. 
Until last night. All day I’ve been in a state of anxious 
excitement even as I’ve enjoyed exploring Arkhangelsk and 
spending time with Rosa. Sensory flashbacks of his mouth 
on mine have been assailing me all day. | was so 
disappointed when he didn’t come down for breakfast... 


Now | wonder if he was just trying to keep away from me all 
along... He knows my Dad. 


Thinking of my parents makes me cringe. If they only 
knew...!’m not a child anymore but | think my Dad will 


always treat me like a little girl and my Mom, she’s a born 
worrier. They thought they were sending me off to safe 
employment, not steamy trysts in hallways with my boss. 


And that’s exactly why Alek must have stopped kissing me. 
He thinks it’s wrong too. 


| sigh again but feel some of the anger ebb away. | can 
hardly be mad at him for trying to do the right thing. Yet 
that just makes me both want him even more and feel even 
more frustrated at the thought that it will never happen. 


Oh God, | think in sudden terror, what if he sends me home? 
| really, really don’t want to lose my job. In the few days I’ve 
been here, the distraction of Alek aside, it’s really starting to 
grow on me. Rosa is a darling, | adore Marta and now I’ve got 
access to a vehicle and something to do with myself in the 
daytime I’m really looking forward to settling in and 
exploring Arkhangelsk. Maybe even starting to make some 
friends. | actually have some real freedom here and the 
chance to be my own person and | want to make the most of 
it. 

But what do I do about Alek? 


He'll probably go back to ignoring me, | think. Maybe it’s for 
the best. Maybe l'Il get used to being around him and stop 
feeling like a puddle of lust every time he’s in the vicinity, 
but | strongly doubt it. If the way | feel right now is anything 
to go by, it’s only going to get worse. 


| sit up, Knowing | can’t just lie here feeling sorry for myself 
and decide to go for a walk. There’s all that land outside and 
as long as I don’t stray too far into the woods I’m sure l'Il be 
fine. 

The house is quiet as | walk downstairs. Marta goes to bed 
early. | don’t know what Alek does with himself. 


| slip out the back door quietly after putting on my coat and 
head off in no real direction. The landscape is bleak but in 
the same way strangely beautiful. The moon hangs low and 
bulbous in the sky. We’re coming in to winter and it’s cold, 
although as we’re in the North not as cold as in other parts 
of Russia, which I’m thankful for. | pull my coat tighter 
around myself and head for the woods, intending to stop 
and rest when I reach there and then turn around and head 
back. | love being outdoors but this is a terrain | don’t know 
and | don’t want to put myself in any danger. | think of my 
Mom’s admonition about bears and suppress a chuckle. 


And then | see a shadow emerge from the trees to the right 
of me and | pause as my brain struggles to compute what 
it’s seeing. 

It’s a bear. It has it’s back to me and is sniffing the air and | 
realize | must be out of its sight - or smell. | freeze, wanting 
to run but somehow unable to. What good would it be? | 
can’t outrun a bear. 


It’s huge. Like, | Knew bears were big but this is something 
else. A sandy color, it’s fur is thick and shiny and as it moves 
| can see its strength, the muscles rippling under its coat. If | 
wasn’t terrified about it eating me | would appreciate it’s 
wild beauty but as it is I’m shaking with terror. | try to force 
my feet to move, to try to slip into the woods to the side, 
hoping it will go off in the other direction, but it’s as though 
I’m trying to move through tar. 


And then it senses me. | Know just before the beast turns its 
head it’s about to see me and finally the frozenness passes 

and | can move. Just as the bear looks at me I turn and run, 

my feet moving faster than | ever knew they could, nothing 
on my mind but getting away. | hear a screaming noise and 

through the fog | realize it’s me. 


I’m running towards the house, not the woods, and it takes 
me afew moments to realize that if | even make it to the 


house before it gets me, | will put Rosa in danger. | change 
direction so I’m running off to the side, my breath coming in 
desperate pants. 


Then I realize | can’t hear it following me. 


| pause. Slowly, breathing in hoarse, jagged inhales | turn 
round, expecting any minute to feel a bear paw strike. 


There’s nothing there. It’s gone. Instead of chasing me it 
must have gone back into the woods. 


It obviously wasn’t hungry. 


| lean over, my hands on my knees as | struggle to get my 
breath back. Only now do I realize how hard | was running 
and the side of my body aches with a cramp. After a few 
moments | straighten up and walk back towards the house 
and once inside | shut the door behind me and lean my back 
against it. A wave of nausea hits me and my thighs are 
trembling uncontrollably. Shock, | think dully as | take 
myself into the dining area and sit at the table, my head in 
my hands as I get my breath back and try to process what 
just happened. 


“Una? Are you all right?” 


| turn and see Alek walking towards me, concern all over his 
face. At the sight of him | instantly burst into tears and 
before | know it he’s next to me, crouching beside me with 
his arm around me making soothing noises into my hair. This 
unexpected tenderness only makes me cry harder. 


“There was a bean” | wail into his shoulder. He strokes my 
hair, then pulls back and looks at me. 


“|... thought it was going to kill me,” | whisper, the full horror 
of the situation hitting me. Alek just nods, his face full of 
understanding. This empathy is another side | didn’t know 
he possessed. 


“What were you doing out there?” he asks. | wipe my eyes, 
remembering with sudden clarity just exactly why | was out 
there. With the shock and trauma beginning to subside | feel 
a flare of anger at his earlier actions. 


“Oh, | don’t know,” | say sarcastically, though the effect is 
probably lost by the fact my voice is hoarse from crying, 
“Maybe something to do with the way you’ve been treating 
me?” 


He looks affronted at that. 


“Treating you? I’ve tried my best to make sure you're 
comfortable.” 


| give a half laugh at that. 


“I'm very comfortable Alek. I’m not complaining about my 
working conditions.” 


He looks embarrassed, though when he speaks his voice is 
firm. 


“If you’re referring to...my kissing you last night, then | did 
apologize. It won’t happen again.” 


| shake my head in frustration. | don’t know whether it’s 
down to the shock or the bubbling emotions he provokes in 
me but my words come tumbling out before | have the 
chance to think about what I’m saying. 


“Why?” | demand. He looks shocked as | continue. “Why 
can’t it happen again? Why kiss me like that if you didn’t 
want anything to happen? Because it felt to me like you 
definitely did. The things you said...and now you're sitting 
there trying to be all nice and polite after just last night you 
were whispering in my ear about us having sex? When | first 
arrived you could hardly bring yourself to talk to me..now 
this...and all you can say is sorry? What about some kind of 
explanation? Do you think this is some kind of game, that 


I’m here for your fucking amusement, is that it?” | realize I’m 
shouting. 


Alek just stares at me, his eyes wide. He shakes his head. 


“No,” he says and he sounds sincere. “No | don’t think that 
at all.” 


“Then what is going on?” | demand. 


“This,” he answers and he puts a hand under my chin and 
tips my face to his. This time when he kisses me it’s a 
tender, gentle brush of his lips on mine and for some reason 
| feel intensely emotional again, tears coming to my eyes. 
He raises a hand and wipes them away and | gasp. 


“I'm sorry,” he says again. “I’ve been so caught up in my 
own head that | didn’t truly understand how it must feel for 
you. This just feels simultaneously completely right and yet 
completely wrong. | have never wanted a woman this way 
Una. It’s been driving me to distraction ever since you got 
here.” 


| feel a fizzing inside me at his words in spite of the 
situation. He wants me! And more than that, more than he’s 
ever wanted any woman? It seems too good to be true and 
yet looking in his eyes | instinctively believe him. 


“I thought you just didn’t like me at first,” | smile wryly. 


“No,” he shakes his head. “I didn’t want you to see the effect 
you were having on me. Instantly. As soon as | saw you at 
the airport...and then | realized you were Richard’s 
daughter.” 


At the mention of my father, my excitement dampens. 


“And that’s why nothing can happen,” | say dully. He’s right, 
| suppose and I can hardly fault him for doing the right thing 
but | can’t stand this. Especially now that | know how he 
feels. 


“There’s Rosa too,” he says and | see the pain in his face. | 
love the way he cares for his niece. 


| nod. That’s a reason | can understand. After just a few days 
I’ve taken to the little girl too. 


“Of course,” | say softly, “Rosa must come first.” 
“She really likes you,” he says. 

“1 like her.” 

We're silent for a few moments. Then | say, 

“What about the bear?” 

He looks surprised, like he had forgotten all about it. 
“It won’t come back,” he says. 

“How do you know?” 


He hesitates and | get the impression that suddenly there’s 
something he isn’t telling me. 


“They just...it’s not bear season. It will head down river.” 
| raise an eyebrow at his explanation. 

“What are you, a bear expert?” 

A funny look crosses his face. 

“Sort of,” he concedes. Now | am confused. 


“All I’m saying is,” he clarifies, “you don’t need to be worried 
about it. But even so walking around in the woods on your 
own isn’t a good idea.” 


“| wasn’t going to. | was just going to walk to them, turn 
round and come back. | didn’t expect a bear to appear. Do 
they usually come so close to civilization?” 


He smiles at that. 


“It’s not quite civilization. We’re the only house for at least a 
quarter of a mile. But, yes, sometimes. Honestly though | 


promise it wouldn’t have hurt you. It’s a breed that is 
quite...human friendly. Though you should never approach 
one,” he warns quickly. 


| nod, thinking. “It was an unusual color...sort of sandy. 
Almost like your hair, actually. And | suppose it didn’t chase 
me when it could have.” 


“That’s right,” he says soothingly. Back in protector mode 
again. This man has so many contradictions...it should make 
him more trouble than he’s worth but instead | can’t help 
thinking how fascinating he is and how much | want to get 
to know him. 


All of him. Body as well as soul. 


He seems to read my mind because he gets up and steps 
back from me as though he’s drawing the conversation to a 
close. | look up at him. From this angle I realize how big he 
is. Those huge arms and broad chest and his thighs...my 
eyes sweep his groin and | can’t help but blush as | 
remember the feel of his hardness pressing into me as we 
kissed. 


“So what now,” | ask, “we go back to pretending nothing has 
happened?” | wince at the note of pleading in my voice. 


He sighs and runs his hand through his hair. 


“What else can we do? You’re here in my employ Una, at 
your father’s request...| should never have started this...” 


| hold my hand up to cut him off. 
“Don’t apologize again,” | say, “please, just don’t.” 


We stare at each other for a few minutes. Then, hardly 
knowing what I’m doing | stand up, walk towards him and go 
up on tiptoe, putting my arms around his neck. He stands 
completely still as if frozen to the spot but | see the flicker in 
his eyes. | lean forward and this time brush my lips against 
his. 


“I understand about Rosa,” | whisper. “I don’t want to hurt 
her either. But as for my father...l’m a woman, Alek, | make 
my own decisions.” 


As | hear my own words, | can’t help thinking that in one way 
I’m not completely grown up am I? I’m still a virgin. 


But then | forget all about that as he pulls me into him and 
crushes his mouth against mine again. 


CHAPTER 10 


Alek 


| have to stop kissing her. 
But | don’t want to. 


| war with myself even as | tangle one hand in her hair and 
lift her hips into me with the other, kissing her roughly. 
Tasting her, hungry to have all of her. To have her open and 
willing beneath me, telling me she’s mine. 


| lift her up and carry her the few steps to the table, sitting 
her down and easing myself between her denim clad thighs. 
She wraps her legs around me instantly, hooking her feet 
together and pulling me in towards her so my groin pushes 
into hers and even through our clothes | can feel her pussy 
throbbing against me, warm and willing. She untucks my 
shirt and runs her nails up and down my back and | growl 
low in my throat. 


| break away from the kiss to take off my shirt and take a 
minute to just look at her and drink her in. She is stunning. 
She leans slightly away from me, resting back on her hands, 
her cheeks and lips flushed and her hair flowing all over her 
shoulders. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful in my life. 


| start to unbutton her shirt and she lets me, biting her lip. 
All of the reasons | just gave her for why we can’t do this are 
running through my mind but they’ve faded into 
background noise. When she came to me and kissed me 
something primal in me took over and now | know | have to 
have her. Now and forever, over and over again. She is 
meant to be my mate. Now that she has been in my arms | 
can’t keep hiding from what | instinctively know is the truth. 


She helps me take off her shirt. She’s wearing a creamy 
white bra that only just contains her tits and | reach forward 
and unclasp it and then help slide it down her arms, 
standing back to drink in the sight of her half naked body. 
Her nipples are swollen and pink, reaching towards me like 
they’re just begging to be kissed. 


| cup her tits, one in each hand and she rocks backwards on 
her palms, closing her eyes and tipping her head back as | 
massage her, softly at first then more roughly, rubbing my 
thumbs over both nipples which immediately go even harder 
against my touch. 


“You're so beautiful,” | tell her as | bend my head and take a 
nipple in my mouth, gently running the tip of my tongue 
over it while my hand continues to massage the other one. 
She lets out a whimper and at the sound of her pleasure my 
cock throbs in response, aching to be inside her. 


“| want to be inside you,” | tell her and she moans again, a 
guttural, throaty sound. | push both of her tits together and 
flick my tongue over both nipples simultaneously, then 
begin to suck and nip at them until she’s writhing on the 
table underneath my touch. 


“Tell me you want me,” | say, pausing what I’m doing to look 
up at her. 


“I want you,” she breathes and her words are like gas toa 
flame as | feel my desire bubble up in me. | can feel the tip 
of my cock leaking and I’m about ready to explode. 


| want to cum inside her. | want to fill her up with my cum 
and then | want to do it over and over again. | take her hand 
and put it on my Zipper. 


“Take it out,” | all but beg her, desperate to feel her hands 
on me. She fumbles with my zip then gasps audibly as my 
cock springs out into her hand. | close my eyes and groan at 
the feel of her touch on my throbbing shaft, biting my lip to 


resist thrusting impatiently towards her as she tentatively 
strokes up and down, squeezing lightly. | open my eyes and 
watch her and the sight of her hands on me nearly sends me 
over the edge. 


She’s looking up at me with those beautiful eyes and | can 
barely stop myself from growling and pushing her back on 
the table, spreading those lush lean legs and ploughing into 
her...the thought of being inside her makes my cock leak 
and she watches it with wide eyes now, her cheeks flushed 
and that beautiful red golden hair flowing all over her 
shoulders and tits. 


“See how much I want you Una,” | tell her, my voice raspy 
and thick with desire, “how much my body needs you?” 


My words seem to give her confidence and she squeezes 
harder, making me tip my head back and groan. This woman 
has me completely at her mercy and I’m putty in her hands 
and yet I can tell she has no real idea of just what she does 
to me. 


| want to show her. | reach for her jeans but as I do so | 
notice a look cross her face. She wants me but there’s 
hesitation there. | take my hand away. 


“What is it?” | ask, softening my voice. 


She bites her lip and looks away and | can tell there’s 
something wrong. | take a step back and zip up. 


a Una?” 


She looks at me and then away again and then blurts out, 
her words coming in a rush... 


“| really want to but I’m a virgin.” 
She’s a virgin? 


My first thought is one of shock. Yes she’s young but...she’s 
not that young. And she’s so beautiful. 


My second is one of complete and utter primal desire as | 
think about what the fact of her being a virgin means. 


It means | will be her first. And, if | have my way, her last. 
My cock is immediately rock hard again in my pants. 


She obviously mistakes my surprise for rejection because 
she pulls away, reaching for her shirt and bra and covering 
her tits with her arms. | reach for her, pulling her towards me 
and kiss her, hard. | run my tongue over her teeth, then pull 
back and nip her lower lip, drawing it out between my teeth 
before pulling back so I can look into her eyes. 


She stares at me. 

“You're not...it doesn’t put you off?” 

| take her hand and once more press it to my hardness. 
“Does it feel like it?” 

Una exhales in relief. 

“I thought you would think... don’t know. It’s not very sexy 
is it.” 

| can’t help but bark a laugh and she looks at me in surprise. 
“Not sexy?” | say, “It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
“Really?” | see her eyes light up. 


“It means,” | say, picking up her hand and rubbing her palm 
with my thumb, “that you will be all mine. Only mine. 
What’s sexier than that?” 


“You want me to be yours?” Her voice is breathy and her 
expression unbelieving. | nod, and as | do | feel whatever 
hesitation | still had inside me give way. | can’t keep 
pretending that | have any choice in this. This woman is 
destined to be my mate whether she knows it yet or not. We 
will have to be careful for a while around Rosa, but other 
than that | know I’m in this, body and heart. 


“More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.” 
She blushes. 
“| was so scared to tell you,” she says, half laughing. 


And then I do something | really should know better than to 
do. Say the thing I really shouldn’t say. But now | know that 
when she gives me her body it will be her first time, a 

special time, | can’t let her do so without knowing the truth. 


Even if it means she rejects me. 

“| have to tell you something too.” 

She frowns. 

“Okay. What is it?” 

| take a deep breath. 

“That bear you saw outside? It was me.” 


She stares at me for a moment then bursts out laughing. Her 
eyes crinkle up at the corners when she laughs and her tits 
Shake. | try to keep my focus on the matter at hand but it’s 
difficult when she’s still half naked in front of me. 


When she realizes I’m not laughing her chuckles subside 
and her smile disappears. She raises one perfectly arched 
eyebrow. 


“You're serious aren’t you?” she says. | can hear the note of 
fear in her voice and | wonder if it’s down to my revelation or 
if she just thinks I’m completely insane. 


| nod slowly. 


“It was me,” | say quietly but firmly, watching the rising 
panic in her eyes though she’s doing her best not to show it. 
“That’s why | didn’t chase you when you ran.” 


Both eyebrows shoot up into her forehead. 
“| didn’t tell you that,” she whispers. 


| wait and let it sink in. 


Part of me is regretting telling her already but | can’t let her 
come into this not knowing what she’s taking on. 


And | haven’t told her the half of it yet. 


She runs her hand across my chest, her eyes drinking in 
every inch of my torso. | can see her grappling with this and 
| wonder what she’s thinking as her fingertips burn across 
my skin, her touch distracting me. 


“So, you grow fur?” 
Her sudden question makes me laugh and she blushes. 


“Sorry, of course you do...| saw you. But...how did this 
happen?” 


| shrug. 


“| was born this way. As far as we know we have always 
existed. Our myths go back to the beginning of civilization.” 


Her eyes look like they are about to pop out of her head. 
“We? There are more of you?” 
| nod. 


“There are about a hundred of us in Russia. We are the Clan. 
My father was a bear.” 


She looks shocked. 
“It’s hereditary? Is Rosa....” 
| shake my head. 


“No. She has the genes obviously as did Jenka. She never 
gets ill. But the women of our line rarely Shift.” 


Una blinks a few times. | feel weirdly vulnerable exposing 
myself to her like this, Knowing it might well be enough to 
make her turn away from me. Now that I’ve made my mind 


up | don’t know how | would stand it. She’s mine. But it has 
to be her choice. 


“I want you Una,” | tell her. “I want you to be my mate. | 
don’t know why, or how, but I think I’ve known that since | 
set eyes on you at the airport.” 


| watch her throat as she swallows, feeling a stab of desire to 
nibble at her neck. 


“Your...mate?” she whispers. 


“Yes,” | say, “and | have to tell you something else. In the 
Clan...we mate for life.” 


Something flickers in her eyes. Desire...but something 
deeper. She swallows again. 


“For life?” 


“Yes. If it’s too much, | understand. And | promise | will leave 
you alone to get on with your job here. Rosa loves you. But if 
you feel like I’m feeling right now...say yes. Be mine.” 


She is quiet for what feels like the longest time | have ever 
endured. Then she hooks her legs around my waist and 
looks up at me. 


“Yes,” she says. 


| pick her up and put her over my shoulder in one swoop. 
She squeals in surprise. 


“What are you doing? Where are we going?” she asks as | 
start to walk out of the room and towards the stairs. 


“To my bedroom.” 


CHAPTER 11 


Una 


My head is spinning as Alek lays me back on the bed and 
stands over me, his eyes dark with desire. 


He’s a bear. 

He wants me to be his. 
For life. 

But he’s a bear. 


As fantastical and crazy as it is, | believe him. There was no 
way he could have known what happened out there. More 
than that, somehow | instinctively trust him. He’s clearly a 
dangerous guy to the outside world yet | feel safe in his 
arms. 


Safe...and deliciously turned on. | watch him as he takes off 
his pants and stands naked in front of me, his cock so thick 
and hard my insides tighten. He looks so big, | can’t help 
wondering if it will hurt. 


But then he’s big all over. Each thigh is as wide as my waist, 
his abs are rock hard and he has arms and shoulders like a 
wrestler. | never knew how gut twistingly erotic the shape of 
a man could be. 


| can’t take my eyes off him. 


He sees me looking and smiles a slow, delicious smile that 
makes my tummy flip, before he kneels on the bed over me, 
one knee on either side of my body. He deftly undoes my 
jeans and I raise my hips for him to slide them off, gasping 
when he takes my panties with them in one deft movement 


so that I’m lying naked in front of him. My hands flutter at 
my sides, wanting to cover myself in shyness. 


He must notice because he takes my wrists in his hands and 
pins them over my head lightly. Not so that I feel | can't get 
away....but just the right side of forceful and | feel a rush of 
wetness between my thighs as he lowers himself over me 
and begins to kiss and nibble around my neck and collar 
bone. One hand keeps my wrists above my head and the 
other trails almost lazily down my body...his fingers run 
circles around my breasts, trail down my belly and then 
brush across my mound to caress my inner thighs before 
moving back up the side of my hip and waist to my breasts 
again...it feels so good his touch setting my skin on fire, but | 
want more. So much more. My shyness forgotten | moan and 
press my hips up to meet his hand. 


He pushes my thighs apart and cups my pussy and the 
sudden heat of his hand there makes me whimper. He smiles 
down at me and his eyes go dark, almost feral. Animal. 
Gulping, | remember what he is. 


“You don’t need to be afraid,” he whispers and starts to 
move his hand away. Surprising even myself | push up into 
his touch. 


“No, please don’t stop,” | beg. My pussy feels like it’s on fire, 
liquid heat pooling between my lips and every nerve ending 
screaming out for release. 


“Oh | won’t,” he assures me and he lets go of my wrists and 
moves his mouth down my body to meet his hand. When the 
tip of his tongue meets my clit | let out a slight scream 
before | can stop myself, clasping a hand over my mouth. 


He begins to lick between my legs, agonisingly slowly. His 
tongue flickers lightly over my clit, my lips and just around 
the edges of my hole while he reaches up with his hands to 
squeeze my breasts and | moan and writhe against him. | 


can feel myself getting wetter under his mouth and he 
seems to like it, lapping at my juices and then sucking the 
delicate skin into his mouth until I’m trembling with delight. 


Gently he pushes one finger inside me and | push back onto 
him with my hips, wanting more. He smiles wickedly up at 
me and the sight of him staring up from between my legs 
almost makes me orgasm on the spot. His mouth is 
glistening with my juices, his lips flushed and swollen. 


“Does that feel good?” he asks. | nod, hardly daring to 
speak. I’m not sure | could manage to string a coherent 
sentence together. He winks at me and buries his head 
between my legs, licking my clit more insistently at the 
same time as he slides another finger inside me. 


“Alek,” | gasp, running a hand through his hair and tugging 
it between my fingers. Desire builds in me, relentless and 
fierce and | know I’m near the edge. His tongue sends waves 
of pleasure rolling through my whole body as his fingers 
gently stretch me. It’s a strange feeling but not an 
unpleasant one and I can feel a growing ache deep inside 
me, a sudden need to be filled by him. 


| feel another, sudden rush of wetness and then those waves 
of sensation peak and crash over me again and again as | 
arch my back and buck my hips under his mouth and let out 
a long, loud moan that turns into a scream as the intensity 
of my orgasm rips through my body. 


| collapse back on the bed with my hair in sweaty tendrils on 
my face, my thighs shaking with the aftermath. He laps very 
gently at me, tasting my cum, then raises himself over me, 
grinning down at me. 


It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him look. There’s something 
so adorable about his obvious delight in my pleasure that | 
kiss him spontaneously, smiling myself as | do so in a haze 
of afterglow. | taste myself on his mouth and it’s musky and 


unfamiliar, but not unpleasant. The visceral reminder of 
where his mouth has just been makes my already aching 
pussy twitch. 


“That was amazing,” | say, pulling away. He gazes down at 
me, his expression unreadable. 


“You're amazing,” he responds, his voice low. “And you taste 
amazing.” 


I blush at that. 


He rolls on top of me, keeping his weight on his forearms, 
and brushes my hair back off my face. He looks at me like 
I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen and it makes me 
both embarrassed and happy all at the same time. 


Then | feel his cock pressing incessantly against me and the 
sudden rush of desire floods out everything else. 


“Do you want me Una?” he asks and his voice is serious. 
He’s making sure I’m certain that I’m ready, and the 
tenderness of it almost makes me want to cry. | nod, gasping 
at the tumult of emotion and sensation that tumbles through 
me. 


“Yes,” | murmur, then add wantonly, “please.” 


He nods and carefully eases the tip of his cock into me. He’s 
so thick I think for a minute I can’t possibly take him inside 
me but I’m so wet and open from my orgasm that | feel him 
Slide inside me with only the slightest resistance. There’s a 
dull throb...then as he gently starts to move it’s eclipsed by 
the growing hunger to have him fill me up. | feel my pussy 
clench around him and I wrap my legs around him, drawing 
him deeper into me. 


Fully inside me now he gazes into my eyes and I’m so 
caught in the moment for a second | can’t move or blink, 
only gaze back. 


“You're mine,” he says and it’s a statement now, nota 
question. 


“Yes,” | say without hesitation, “yes Alek, I’m yours.” 


He starts to move, rocking his hips against mine, and 
building into a relentless rhythm that has me writhing under 
him again and drawing my nails down his back. 


“Your pussy feels so good,” he tells me and his dirty talk 
makes me moan. “I fucking love being inside you Una.” 


| move my hips in time with his, losing any coherent train of 
thought. It’s as if my entire awareness is focused on where 
our bodies meet and I’m just one big ball of need, moaning 
into his ear and biting his neck with abandon as he drives 
me towards another orgasm. 


“Cum for me Una,” he whispers into my ear and his words 
are the catalyst | need. | feel like I’m shattering around him, 
waves of sensation tearing through me and when I’m done 
I’m left clinging to him, whimpering as he speeds up his 
rhythm and finds his own release, half bellowing into my ear 
as he cums deep inside me. | can feel his cock twitching 
against the sensitive walls of my pussy and his hot seed 
emptying into me and | feel a rush of tenderness as he 
buries his face in my neck, spent. 


We lay together for a few moments, panting, until he rolls off 
me to one side and then puts an arm around me, pulling me 

into him. | love the size of him, | think, the way my body fits 

into his. 


“Was that what you expected?” he asks me softly. | smile 
lazily at him. 


“Better than | ever imagined it could be,” | tell him honestly. 
He looks proud at my words but there’s concern on his face 
too. 


“You’re not sore?” 


“Only a little,” | say as I lift my thighs, testing the truth of 
my words. There’s a slight ache deep inside me, but it’s not 
a pain, not really. It should have hurt, I think, given how big 
he is, but | was so wet and turned on that my body was more 
than ready for him. 


In fact, | want to do it again. And again. | had no idea sex 
could be this good. 


“What are you thinking?” he asks, stroking my face. | laugh. 
“How amazing that was.” 
“You were expecting otherwise?” 


| shrug. “My friends all say the first time isn’t so good.” | 
grin, running my hand down his torso. “They’re wrong.” 


“You must miss your friends,” he says and he frowns like 
something is worrying him, then looks at me seriously. 


“Una, | meant what I said...you’re my mate. | don’t know how 
| know, but | know. But | want you to know what to expect. 
We live a solitary life, mostly. | mean of course you can have 
your friends around but...we must always be careful. No one 
can know what | am.” 


| prop myself up on one elbow and look at him intently as 
reality comes crashing back in. In the heat of the moment | 
had all but forgotten... 


He’s a bear. | haven’t had a chance to really process this yet, 
much less consider what it could mean for the future. Our 
future. All of a Sudden our fates are entwined. 


“What about my family?” | say. Then | think of something. 
“Do my parents know what you are?” 


He shakes his head. 


“No. And they must never know - it could put them in 
danger.” 


“Am I in danger?” My stomach twists at the thought. 


A dark look crosses his face as he shakes his head again, his 
mouth a grim line. 


“No. When you become my mate you will be officially 
accepted into the Clan. | am far from the first to take a 
human mate...my father and mother met much the same 
way. And that means you don’t just have my protection...and 
| will protect you with my life...out that of the whole Clan. 
But | won’t lie to you Una...my life is often dangerous. As 
Clan we have ties with local...businessmen as we Say.” 


| nod, suppressing a shudder. | Know what he means. 
Organized crime. Bratva. | suppose | suspected as much, so 
it’s not a surprise. 


Not like the fact that he turns furry some times. 


| lie back on the bed, snuggling into him. My body is still 
warm and buzzing from the orgasms but my head is 
spinning now. It’s so much to take in...so much to think 
about. 


“Does my Dad know about that? The..business stuff?” | ask, 
not sure how much | should probe. 


“He knows | am connected, a little. To be honest there are 
not many prominent men in Russia who are not. But he does 
not know all, or | doubt he would have let you come here.” 
He sighs. “We will have to tell him at some point. | care 
about your father, | can’t lie to him. But he will feel I’ve 
betrayed him. | have wrestled with this,” he says seriously, 
gazing into my eyes, “but | cannot deny what my instincts 
know..you were made to be mine.” 


| feel an immediate, instinctive thrill at his words, a reaction 
| have no control over. As crazy as it sounds | feel something 
primal inside of me react to his words with a resounding yes. 


In spite of the suddenness of it, in spite of everything he is, | 
know I cannot walk away from this now. From him. 


What will my father say? He’s a reasonable guy and | know 
he wants me to be happy but...this is going to come as a 
shock. Maybe I should tell Mom first. All she’s ever wanted 
was for me to find a nice guy. The thought of describing Alek 
in all his sexy, dangerous intensity as just a ‘nice guy’ makes 
me chuckle inwardly. 


“It will work out,” | tell him, though I’m not sure if I’m trying 
to convince him or myself. “My parents just want me to be 
happy. But what about Rosa?” | add. I’m already growing 
attached to the little girl - she’s so sweet it’s impossible not 
to. 


“We will wait to tell Rosa,” he says. That look of sadness 
flashes through his eyes just for a second and | know he’s 
thinking about his sister. | would have liked to have met her, 
| think. 


Lightening the mood he grabs me suddenly and pulls me on 
top of him. Our bodies are slick and warm next to each other 
and at the touch of my skin I feel him growing hard again. | 
laugh and rub my hips into his. He groans. 


“Una, you’re too much. | could fuck you all night...but | don’t 
want to hurt you.” He kisses me long and slow, entwining his 
hands in my hair and | soon forget about my parents and 
criminals and bears and anything else but the feel and taste 
of him. When we finally pull apart my lips are swollen and 
my body is aching with need again, but he rolls me off him 
and then starts to pull the blankets over us. 


“You need to sleep,” he tells me, “it’s been an eventful 
evening.” 


He’s right. My limbs and eyelids are heavy even as I’m still 
buzzing with desire. | burrow under the blankets and then 


lay my head on his chest, savouring the feel of his body 
underneath mine. 

With my hand over his heart, | fall into a deep, dreamless 
sleep. 


CHAPTER 12 


Una 


| wake up with the pale winter sun streaming through the 
window onto my face and for a moment I’m disoriented and 
wonder where | am. 


Then | turn around and see him. Alek. I’m in his bed. 


Last night comes back to me in a flood of memories. Putting 
Rosa to bed...him turning away...me stomping off 
outside...the bear...Alek...Two realizations hit me with 
stunning Clarity. 


| lost my virginity to Alek. 
He’s a bear. 


| can’t decide which seems more surreal. But then as | lift the 
blanket and look down at his chiselled, naked body as he 
sleeps next to me the first one immediately seems more 
concrete. The bear stuff...well that’s a head spinner that’s 
going to take some adjusting to. 


| drink in the sight of him, allowing my eyes to travel over 
every inch of his taut, muscular physique. He’s so utterly 
male it takes my breath away. 


Then I do something I’ve never done before. | slide down the 
front of his body and take his cock into my mouth gently, 
feeling its warmth and softness in my mouth. | can taste our 
sex from the night before on him and it makes my lower 
belly tighten as | remember the feel of him inside me and his 
mouth on my pussy. | want to return the favour but | don’t 
really know what I’m doing so I take my time exploring the 
feel of him in my mouth. | caress his balls with one hand, 


feeling how soft and silky the skin there is and thinking this 
must be the only soft place on his body. 


His cock isn’t soft anymore. As | run my lips up and down his 
shaft and flick my tongue over the head of it | feel him grow 
harder in my mouth until suddenly it isn’t so easy to take 
him inside me like this and my lips have to stretch around 
the thickness of him. | love the taste of him, musky and all 
male and his growing desire ignites my own, causing a rush 
of wetness between my legs. 


| feel his hand clench in my hair and | look up to see him 
staring down at me. His face is crumpled with sleep but his 
eyes are sharp and dark with desire. He groans as | lift my 
mouth off him to speak. 


“Is this alright?” | ask, suddenly feeling shy. He moans and 
pulls me up and on top of him. | straddle him, knees on 
either side of his body, his rock hard cock now perfectly 
positioned between the lips of my pussy. 


“Alright?” he groans. “I’ve never woken up so happy. You do 
something to me Una.” 


| reach behind where our bodies touch and stroke his balls, 
making him groan again. 


“Sit on my cock,” he commands, lifting my hips slightly. His 
hands reach around my hips like I’m tiny, no weight at all as 
he lifts and then lowers me onto him oh-so-gently, his cock 

slipping inside my aching pussy where it belongs. 


“| don’t want to hurt you,” he says, his fingers digging into 
the grooves of my hip bones. “You set the pace Una. Move 
however feels good for you. Let me see how you ride me.” 


| moan at his words and begin to tentatively rock on him, 
feeling more than a little shy now as he watches me, giving 
me the lead. Yet somehow my body knows instinctively what 
to do and | start to find my rhythm, moving my hips and 


bouncing up and down on him, feeling my pussy clench 
around him. 


He reaches up and grabs my breasts in both hands, palming 
them roughly then running his thumbs over my nipples that 
are immediately erect at his touch. It’s as though there is a 
direct line from my nipples to my clit and | can barely stop 
myself from moaning out loud as | pick up my pace. With a 
hand on the small of my back he pushes me forward so I’m 
leaning over him and he pushes my breasts together so my 
nipples are close together and then flicks his tongue over 
each in turn before taking one now rock hard tip into his 
mouth and sucking hard. It sends electric shocks through 
my entire body and my walls tighten around his shaft as | 
start to bounce more urgently on top of him, feeling my 
desire start to crest. The effect he has on me is so intense, so 
delicious that I’m panting and gasping as | move and my 
hips are bucking wildly now as | start to anticipate my 
orgasm. 


He stares up at me with a look | can only describe as pride, 
still not moving himself but letting me do it, letting me be in 
control. 


“That’s it baby,” he encourages me as | get closer and 
whispers, “cum for me.” 


| do, letting out a long moan that turns into a scream as an 
orgasm so intense it leaves me breathless crashes through 
me. | collapse against him, panting, and finally he pushes 
his hips up into mine, growling into my ear as he pumps his 
seed into me. 


| roll off, my thighs trembling from the effort and collapse 
beside him. 


“Good morning,” | breathe, and he gives a throaty chuckle, 
out of breath himself. 


“Morning to you too Una.” He rolls to one side and looks at 
me, his eyes serious. | get the impression there are so many 
things he wants to say to me but when he speaks he says 
only, “We should go down to breakfast separately.” 


| nod and | know it’s silly but | have to hide my 
disappointment. What else did | expect, to go down to 
breakfast as a couple, in his robe? Rosa comes first, of 
course she does, but | can’t help wanting to shout what has 
happened - what is happening - from the rooftop. 


Instead | say, “Yes of course” and | get out of bed, wincing at 
the sudden heaviness between my thighs. It doesn’t hurt 
exactly but at the same time | know that every time | sit 
down today | will be reminded of the feel of him inside my 
body. 


He pulls me to him and kisses me and my disappointment is 
gone. | wish | could stay here in his bedroom all day but | 
know I have work to do. | pull on last night’s clothes and 
leave him making his way to the shower. As | walk through 
the corridor to my bedroom | feel like a teenager sneaking 
back in after breaking curfew. The last thing | want to do is 
bump into Marta who is always up and about early and 
explain why I’m creeping about. 


| make it to my bedroom, pull off my rumpled clothes and 
get into the shower, revelling in the feel of the hot water 
beating down on my body. It reminds me of his touch and as 
| soap my breasts | can’t get the image of him caressing and 
sucking them out of my head. A dull throb starts between 
my legs and I press a hand to myself in a futile attempt to 
alleviate it. 


| still can’t believe it. / had sex with Alek. | push all the other 
concerns - my parents, Rosa, just who and what Alek is - out 
of my head and let the images from last night wash over me 
along with the water. | feel like a new person. A new woman. 
One who finally understands what the fuss is all about. 


By the time | finish showering and dressing my stomach is 
growling and I’m more than ready for breakfast. | make my 
way to Rosa’s room to find her all ready except for her hair. 
She grins at me and holds out the hairbrush. 


“Can you do my hair for me again?” she says. | nod, feeling 
touched and start to braid her hair as she watches me in the 
mirror. 


“You're very pretty,” she tells me seriously. “I think that’s 
why Uncle Alek likes you.” 


| suppress a grin. 
“You think?” 
“Oh yes,” she says decisively. “I can smell it on him.” 


Her strange comment makes me start as | realize what she 
means. She has bear blood too and that means enhanced 
senses. Our eyes meet in the mirror and she blushes red as 
she realizes she has said something she shouldn't. 


“Don’t tell Uncle Alek | said that!” she says, a panicked look 
crossing her face. “He will be cross. I’m not supposed to tell 
anyone.” 


This girl is terrible at keeping secrets. | smile at her in what | 
hope is a reassuring way. 


“It’s okay,” | tell her, hoping Alek won’t be cross with me 
now, “I know that you are...very special people.” 


Her eyes go wide. 
“He told you? We're not supposed to tell anyone.” 


“It’s a long story,” | tell her, wishing I’d never said anything. 
“But don’t worry...| can keep a secret.” 


Suddenly | seem to be keeping far too many secrets, | think 
and then kiss her on the top of the head spontaneously as | 
finish her plaits and put the brush down. She smiles at me 


and | smile back, my heart melting for her. She’s such a 
sweet girl. | completely understand why Alek needs to be 
careful. 


We go down to breakfast to find Alek already there helping 
Marta lay out the table. He seems more relaxed than he 
usually is at breakfast and Marta peers at him curiously. 
When she sees me she raises an eyebrow and smiles to 
herself and | know she misses nothing. Blushing | pull out 
my chair and sit down. Alek catches my eye and gives mea 
look that is full of unabashed lust. My insides coil in 
response as | look away before | blush even more and make 
things totally obvious. 


“| was thinking,” Alek says as he butters rye toast, “I don’t 
have to go to work today. How about we go for lunch 
somewhere? My treat. You too Rosa.” 


Rosa looks excited. 


“But | have to go to school!” she says, bouncing in her chair 
in anticipation. Alek winks at her. 


“One day won’t hurt. What do you think Una? Your classes 
don’t start yet do they?” 


| shake my head. 
“Not until next week.” 


“So you're all mine,” he says lightly although | catch the 
undercurrent in his words and bite my lips. Feeling Rosa 
looking at us | start intently buttering my own toast. 


“How about we take your car?” Alek says. “I haven’t driven it 
for a while.” 


“If you like,” | say. I’m trying to sound nonchalant but my 
insides are fizzing at the thought of spending the day with 
him and Rosa. | glance at Marta, wondering if she feels left 
out. Alek follows my gaze. 


“Marta? Would you like to come?” 
Marta smiles but shakes her head. 


“| would like to go and see Andrei and Callie today | think,” 
she says. Alek nods as if it’s all sorted. 


“Right. We will drop you there and then go for lunch. Then 
we can pick you up and Una if you’d like, you can meet my 
friend Andrei and his wife then? It will be good for you to 
meet people...if you’re planning on staying.” | catch the 
meaning in his words and nod. 


“Yes,” | say softly, meeting his gaze “yes | would like that.” 


After breakfast | go upstairs with Rosa to help her get out of 
her uniform and pick something to wear. She insists on 
getting changed three times. Then we go downstairs to meet 
Alek and Marta. Alek as usual is all in black, his tight tee 
emphasizing every hard curve of muscle and | have to try 
not to make it obvious to the others that I’m staring. 
Sleeping with him has done nothing to dampen my desire 
for him but only stoked it further. 


| sit in the front of the car with Alek while Marta gets in the 
back with Rosa who is still bouncing around in excitement. | 
get the impression Alek doesn’t usually interrupt her routine 
like this. We drop Marta off and then head out of town. 


“Aren’t we going in to Arkhangelsk?” | ask. Alek shakes his 
head. 


“No, it’s too busy. There’s a lovely place near St Petersburg | 
thought we could go to. They do an amazing 
borscht...though of course not quite as good as Marta’s.” 


“Can | have dessert?” Rosa asks. Alek mock frowns at her in 
the rear view mirror. 


“At lunch time? Really?” 
“Pleeeaaase,” Rosa begs. 


a Maybe.” 


| love seeing this side of Alek...the family man. His obvious 
adoration of Rosa warms my heart. 


| bet he would be an amazing father. 


Where did that come fron? | admonish myself. One night in 
his arms and I’m broody already. 


| keep thinking about everything he told me last night. 
Especially the mating for life part...and the bear part...and 
the bratva criminal part...The logical part of me is telling me 
| should really be running for the hills but the rest of me 
knows | couldn’t walk away from this now if | tried. My whole 
world has changed in just a few short days. How could | ever 
go back to normality now? 


But | have questions. Lots of questions. And as soon as Rosa 
is safely in bed later | intend to ask them. 


“What are you thinking, you’re very quiet,” Alek says. | feel 
my face flame and curse my pale complexion. 


“Nothing really,” | say, blushing even harder as he gives me 
a knowing look out of the corner of his eye. | keep forgetting 
about this enhanced senses thing. Does that mean he knows 
every time I’m aroused? Clearly the two days | spent trying 
to hide my attraction from him were pointless. 


“You like each other don’t you,” Rosa pipes up and | start 
blushing all over again, staring out of the car window to 
avoid looking at either of them. 


“Well yes | think Una is very nice,” Alek says soothingly, 
“just like you do.” 


“No,” says Rosa, her childish voice laced with impatience, 
“that’s not what | mean at all. You like each other like Andrei 
liked Callie before they got married. | can tell. Are you going 
to get married? Are you? Can I be a bridesmaid?” 


Suppressing a chuckle | sneak a look at Alek and see his 
cheeks are pink. He coughs, like he doesn’t know how to 
respond to her onslaught of questions. 


“Girls who ask lots of questions should be at school,” he 
admonishes. | see Rosa stick her tongue out at him in the 
rear view mirror and | have to bite my lip to stop from 
laughing. 


CHAPTER 13 


Alek 


The cafe is quiet as | had hoped. Given that Dimitri is 
somewhere on the loose | wanted to avoid Arkhangelsk. 


It was a completely spontaneous idea coming out like this 
and while | feel slightly irresponsible for letting Rosa have 
the day off school it’s worth it to see her happy and smiling. 
Una is good for her...since she arrived Rosa is coming out of 
her shell. Jenka would be pleased. 


| go to the counter to order drinks, watching them both. Una 
is laughing at something Rosa is saying and | watch the way 
she tosses her hair and shows her perfect teeth as she 
smiles, completely unaware of how beautiful she looks. 
Bleen, but | want her again, already. | doubt | will ever be 
able to get enough of that sweet body on mine. 


| have to tell Mikhail. Although we bears are private by 
nature taking a mate is a big deal as it means they formally 
become part of the Clan. There’s usually a mating ceremony. 
Not that they happen very often...but after Andrei this will 
be the second one in just over a year. Mikhail won’t 
approve...more bear than man, | don’t think he has much 
time for humans, only upholding our protector role because 
it’s tradition. It’s a lonely life... didn’t realize how lonely 
until Jenka died. 


| look at Una and Rosa and the thought of losing either of 
them grips me like a vice. | would kill and die for them both, 
| know it. 


That’s the thing about love. It makes you weak. No wonder 
SO many of us avoid it. 


Right on cue, my phone rings. Mikhail. | take it outside to 
answer it, passing two men on my way in. Young and burly, 
one he smells of booze and bumps into me as we pass in the 
doorway. | glare at him as | walk outside and answer my 
phone. 


“Baranovsky has put a hit out on Dimitri,” Mikhail says as | 
put the phone to my ear. “Do you want to take it?” 


| suppress a sigh. Under ordinary circumstances | would say 
yes immediately. It makes sense after all considering | was 
the one to expose him. But it means tracking him down...and 
that’s time | could be spending with Una. 


| shake my head at myself and at how quickly she has 
become a priority. 


“Yes, of course. l'Il start tracking him tomorrow.” 
“Not today?” 

“I have Rosa off school.” 

“Okay. How is she?” Even Mikhail loves Rosa. 


“She’s good...getting there. She likes the new au pair.” | 
wonder if now is the time to tell him but think better of it. He 
sounds even grumpier than usual. 


| say goodbye and cut the call, walking back into the cafe. 
As | do | see the two men who passed me in the doorway 
standing over our table. One of them leans over Una, a leer 
on his face and all my possessive instincts come rushing to 
the surface. When I see how uncomfortable Una looks it 
takes every ounce of self control | possess not to tear the 
guys head off his shoulder then and there. Instead | stride 
over and stand in front of him, in between him and Una. His 
friend steps closer, sensing trouble. 


“What the fuck,” I say in a quiet, even tone, “do you think 
you are doing?” 


The other guy lifts his hands up apologetically as if to say 
they meant no harm. He starts to speak but | silence him 
with a glare and turn my attention back to the man who was 
leering over Una. 


“Well?” 


The guy is young, probably not much older than Una and | 
get the impression he is used to thinking of himself as 
someone other men look up to. 


“| was talking to this pretty lady here,” he says cockily, 
looking to his friend for back up. “What the fuck has it got to 
do with you?” 


| look at Una. “Was he bothering you?” 


Una glares at him. “I was asking him to leave,” she says. By 
her tone and the idiots answering smirk | gather he hadn't 
been listening. 


| look at him neutrally although inside I’m bubbling with 
rage. He has literally one second to leave before | blow. 


“You heard her,” | say, still in a quiet voice, “fuck off.” 
The man’s mood changes then to something uglier. 


“You fuck off,” he says defiantly and pushes me in the chest. 
Or at least, he tries to push me. | look down at his hand on 
my shirt and then back at him and see a flash of fear as he 
realizes he’s picked a fight with the wrong person. His friend 
is backing away wanting no part of it. 


| reach out with lightning speed, too quick for him to see and 
grip him with one hand around the throat. Squeezing | lift 
him off his feet. His eyes bulge in fright and his hands flail 
pointlessly at mine where I’m holding him. 


“You're both going to leave now,” | tell his friend as | carry 
the guy by his throat to the door, open the door with my 
other hand and throw him out into the street. His friend runs 


out after him as he lies coughing and gasping on the 
ground. | smile. 


“Have a nice day,” | say, “and don’t come back. Or next time 
l'Il rip your throat out with my bare hands. Understood?” 


“Yes, yes,” the friend says, nodding furiously. | shut the door 
and come back in. The girl behind the counter is staring at 
me, her eyes wide in terror. 


“I’m sorry about that,” | tell her, “there won’t be any more 
trouble.” She just nods and scurries back into the kitchen. 


As | sit down | see Rosa has taken the altercation in stride 
but Una looks pale. This is a side of me she has not yet seen, 
only perhaps guessed and | realize | may have scared her. | 
reach to stroke her cheek and to my relief she doesn’t flinch 
away but rather presses her face into my hand. 


“I'm sorry if | scared you,” | say. She shakes her head. “No...| 
was more scared for them.” 


| see Rosa watching us and drop my hand but it’s too 
late...even a child can surely see what’s going on here. 


“Told you, you liked her,” she says cheerily, picking up the 
menu. Una raises an eyebrow at me and giggles and the 
tension is gone. 


The rest of lunch passes uneventfully and | realize how 
much I enjoy spending time with Una, plus she gets on with 
Rosa so naturally. It feels...and we must look...like any 
normal, regular family. 


While the thought pleases me, | know nothing could be 
further than the truth. 


Rosa falls asleep on the way back so | drive straight home. | 
can pick up Marta later. 


| carry Rosa up to her bed and lay her down, kissing her 
lightly on the forehead. Then I walk downstairs to the lounge 


to find Una. 


“| made coffee,” she says brightly, nodding towards the cups 
she has placed on the table. | sit down next to her and put 
my hand on her leg. She’s wearing a cream crew neck 
sweater that fits snugly to her tits and tiny waist and suede 
trousers that emphasise every curve and now that Rosa is 
safely asleep my thoughts turn back to Una and seeing her 
undressed. I’m immediately hard as | get a vision of her 
straddling me this morning. 


“You are divine,” | murmur, running a hand up her thigh. She 
looks up at me from under those long eyelashes and bites 
her lip shyly. | love how innocent she is...knowing I’m the 
first man to ever touch her, taste her, take her. 


“| wanted to kill that guy in the cafe,” | tell her. 
“| noticed,” she smiles. 


The rage | felt when I saw him near her, even before | 
realized he was harassing her, was intense. I’ve never felt 
jealousy before, never really understood what | always 
assumed was a uniquely human emotion. Now | understand 
perfectly. A primal urge to protect and defend what is mine, 
similar to the way as bears we defend our territory...if | had 
any doubts that Una is indeed meant to be my mate they 
were silenced as soon as | saw that idiot leering over her. 


“I’ve never been jealous before,” | admit. She looks 
uncomfortable. 


“Have you had many...relationships?” 
She’s jealous too, | think. 


“No,” | tell her. “A few one nighters, when | was 
younger...then nothing. Until you, | never felt much need.” 


She looks at me disbelievingly and, | can tell, wanting it to 
be true. 


“Really?” 


“Absolutely. That’s why,” | tell her seriously, “this is no 
casual thing for me.” 


“Me neither,” she whispers, wide-eyed. | drink in the sight of 
her, of her fresh faced beauty, so different to the heavily 
made-up women | encountered yesterday. 


Yesterday. | sigh. 


“| may be busy with work over the next few days,” | warn 
her, “so I’m counting on you to entertain Rosa. Once 
this...assignment is over, we will be able to soend some time 
together. | really enjoyed today.” 


“Me too. This..assignment,” she asks, “is it dangerous?” 


“It’s always dangerous,” | tell her, “but less so for me than 
for ..the people | work with. Remember I have abilities that 
many people don’t.” 


“Yeah,” she says wryly, “I noticed that earlier when you 
picked that poor guy up by his throat.” 


| chuckle, then say seriously, “| would never hurt you Una, or 
let any harm come to you, | want you to know that.” 


She nods slowly and | see the sincerity in her eyes. 


“| do know that,” she says, “I don’t know how, or why, but | 
feel like | know I can trust you.” 


“You can trust me,” | tell her as | pull her into my arms. 
“There will never be another woman for me either, not ever. 
Even if you change your mind and decide to leave.” 


She kisses me lightly on the lips and my cock immediately 
springs to life. 


“I’m not going anywhere,” she whispers. | pull her onto my 
lap and kiss her deeply, exploring her mouth with my 
tongue. She tastes fresh and clean and womanly and | growl 


lightly in my throat, kissing her harder and running my 
hands up beneath her sweater to clasp her lower back and 
pull her towards me. She straddles me, pushing her hips into 
mine and even through our clothes | can feel the heat of her 
pussy. | can smell the desire on her and it drives me wild to 
know that she wants me and only me. 


| push her sweater up over her ribs, exposing a creamy lace 
bra which pushes her tits up and together. My cock starts to 
leak at the sight of them and | push one bra cup roughly out 
of the way and suck one of her nipples into my mouth to be 
rewarded by a whimper. 


“That’s so good,” she whispers and then cries out as | suck 
harder and run my hand over her groin, feeling her heat 
through her trousers. They are damp beneath my hand and 
she rocks herself towards me, wanting more. 


| tug at her waistband and raise my head to look at her. 


“Take them off,” | say. She stares at me for a minute, her 
eyes dark with desire, then stands up and pulls her sweater 
over her head, not taking her eyes off me for a moment. She 
reaches around to her back and unclips her bra then tosses 
it to one side letting the weight of her tits swing free. | lick 
my suddenly dry lips and unzip my pants. Without taking 
my gaze from hers | let my cock out of my pants and 
squeeze my shaft, feeling the cum beading at its head. 


“Carry on,” | tell her. She hesitates then starts to unzip her 
pants and slide them down her thighs with only a moment’s 
hesitation. | can tell by the flushed cheeks and half parted, 
swollen lips that this is turning her on just as much as it is 
me. | want to be inside her but | also want to wait just a little 
longer, to prolong the anticipation until we are both ata 
fever pitch. 


| stroke my shaft slowly, teasing myself, as she steps out of 
her trousers and then hooks her fingers into either side of 


her panties and starts to slide them over her hips. 
“Turn around,” | tell her, “I want to see your ass.” 


Una turns round and continues to slide off the flimsy scrap 
of lace that covers nothing and | let myself thoroughly drink 
in the view of her. Her hair cascades down her back, drawing 
the eye down to where her waist curves in and then out 
again to womanly hips that frame the fleshy cheeks of her 
ass, perfectly round and juicy. | squeeze myself harder as the 
throbbing in my cock grows. 


“Go over to the coffee table,” | tell her, “and bend over it.” 


| hear her gasp and wonder if I’ve gone too far but she does 
as | ask, arching her back and leaning over the table to 
support herself. The sight of her ass cheeks, raised and 
rounded, with her pink and swollen pussy lips peeking out 
between them makes me groan out loud. 


“You look so sexy,” | tell her as | get up and walk over to her, 
my cock standing at attention, wanting desperately to be 
buried between those cheeks. As | reach her | run my hand 
over them, lingering for just long enough over her pussy to 
feel how wet she is. 


“Do you like that?” | ask, my voice rough and shaky as | fight 
with my self-control. “Do you like showing yourself to me?” 


She nods, her hair rippling over her shoulders. 


“Yes,” she gasps and | can hear the note of pleading in her 
voice and | know she wants this just as much as | do. | grab 
one of her ass cheeks with one hand, kneading her soft, firm 
flesh, while I find her clit with the other. Her juices are slick 
and silky on my fingers as | gently rub her swollen clit then 
push my thumb inside her at the same time. She moans and 
writhes at my touch. | love that. | love watching the way she 
abandons herself to me. 


| crouch down and bury my face in her pussy, inhaling the 
musky, sweet scent of her. Still rubbing her clit | dip my 
tongue in and out of her hole, tasting her. 


She tastes so fucking good. 


Unable to take any more | stand up and ease my cock inside 
her. There’s no resistance now, only a clenching as though 
the walls of her pussy are gripping me to pull me further in. | 
run my hands over the cheeks of her ass, watching myself 
Slide in and out of her, then lightly slap her right cheek. She 
gasps, and | think it’s in a good way. 


r 


“Is that okay?” | check before | continue. The answering ‘yes 
which is really just a long moan tells me all | need to know. 


| start to fuck her properly now, building up a rhythm as | 
grip onto her hips. Every so often | stop and slap her ass 
again to be rewarded by a whimper from Una. Her moans are 
coming closer together and | know she’s getting 
close...getting ready to cum all over my shaft. The thought 
nearly makes me climax there and then but I hold back, 
wanting her to reach her pleasure first. As | increase my 
pace | hold on to one shoulder, burying my hand in that 
waterfall of hair. 


She gives a little scream and bucks her hips and | feel her 
pussy clench and a gush of wetness around my cock as she 
orgasms. She moans my name and it sends me over the 
edge too. Unable to hold out any longer | release my seed 
inside her as an intense rush of pleasure runs through my 
whole body, making my knees weak. 


It seems to go on and on, stronger than any orgasm I’ve ever 
had before as | fill her up with my cum. Finally I’m spent and 
| turn her round and gather her into my arms, feeling how 
she’s trembling too. I kiss her and push her hair back off her 
face, gazing at her with awe. 


My mate. My woman. 


“That was incredible,” | whisper. 


“It was intense,” she agrees. “I never knew it could feel like 
that.” She blushes and | kiss her cheeks then tap her lightly 
on the ass. 


“Get dressed and I'll make us another coffee,” | tell her. “I 
think that one has gone cold.” 


She laughs at that as | pick up the cups and carry them out 
to the kitchen, my thighs still trembling. 


| realize, as | put the cups on the counter and stare unseeing 
out of the window, that | have never felt so happy. 


CHAPTER 14 


Una 


This baby is so cute. 


I’m sitting in the front room of the Kusnetsovs while Alek and 
Andrei talk in low voices in the hall, bouncing the baby on 
my lap. His mother, Callie, smiles at him indulgently. 


Now that | know what I’m looking for | could tell Andrei was a 
bear straight away. He has that same hyper alertness as Alek 
does, that same way of walking through the world like you 
just know you are the most dangerous thing in it...and of 
course the over-the-top physique. 


| wonder what it’s like to actually be married and have a 
baby with him. There are so many questions | want to ask 
Callie but | Know we’re not supposed to be going public yet 
and so | feel like | can’t really. 


Yet she seems to sense something is going on. Taking baby 
Tomek from me she smiles knowingly. 


“You seem to have settled in well. Marta said Rosa has taken 
straight to you...and that you’ve brought Alek out of the 
shell he’s been in since Jenka died.” 


| blush at her words. 


“Yes |'’m...enjoying being here.” That’s the understatement 
of the century. 


“You're always welcome to come over,” she says. “It would 
be nice to have another woman around. I’ve missed Jenka 
too - she was very kind to me when | first arrived...while | 

was still getting used to things.” 


| sense the undercurrent to her words and wonder if she’s 
referring to Andrei being bear or being bratva. God knows 
either on its own would take enough getting used to. 


“Thank you,” | say and before we leave, | give her a quick 
hug, touched by her kindness. It would be good to havea 
friend...especially one who understands the challenge of 
starting a relationship with a man like Alek. 


If that’s what it is. The way he talks it certainly sounds like 
he’s serious about us being together...for life. But | don’t 
really know what that means in human terms. Is it like being 
married, or does it just mean we only sleep with each other, 
or what? There are so many things | need to know but it 
seems far too soon to even think about asking. Yet...nhaven’t 
we crossed that bridge already? It may only have been a few 
days but already | feel like I’ve known him forever. | can’t 
imagine my life without him in it now. 


When we get home - already I’m thinking of his house as 
home - Alek and Rosa go to watch TV in the lounge while | 
go up to my room. | need to call my parents. | haven’t 
spoken to them since the first night...and that wasn’t 
technically speaking, just a text to say I’m safe. Now I’m 
worried about what | should say. Will they know from my 
voice that something has changed? 


| check what time it will be at home and realize Dad will 
probably be at work, which might not be a bad thing. Mom 
will be easier to work on. 


She picks up on the second ring. 


“Una! How are you? Is everything okay?” | let her get her 
barrage of questions out of the way first to ease her anxiety, 
then | tell her about Rosa and Marta’s borscht and my 
impending Russian lessons and Callie and the baby. She 
seems pleased I’ve been busy. Then she asks... 


“And Alek? How are you getting on with him? | know he can 
be quite a solitary person...although he might have 
mellowed as he’s gotten older.” 


Catching my breath | pause before | answer. A mistake with 
my mother, she picks up on everything. 


“Yes, we're getting on great,” | say, wincing as | hear how 
high pitched my voice suddenly is. 


“There’s something you’re not telling me Una,” she says, “| 
can hear it in your voice.” 


“Not at all Mom,” | say, “everything is great. Alek is 
...wonderful.” 


“Wonderful?” 


“Err..yes. AS an employer, obviously. He’s really very 
generous.” | wince again. I’m making a real hash of this. 


“Right,” she says, then after a slight pause she says, “He’s 
very handsome isn’t he.’ 


“Alek? | hadn’t noticed.” | cringe again at the complete 
insincerity in my voice. This is not how | wanted this 
conversation to goat all. 


“Una, now | know you're lying,” Mom laughs and I laugh with 
her but the worry in her voice intensifies. Great, | think, by 
the time she relays this conversation to Dad she’s going to 
make it sound like we’re running off into the sunset. 
Although, she wouldn't be too far off. But this isn’t how | 
wanted them to find out. If I’m totally honest with myself | 
would probably be quite happy for them not to find out fora 
very long time. Alek I think is struggling with feeling like 
he’s deceiving my father. As much as his morals make me 
love him all the more, | also think the less they know the 
better. Especially while I’m still figuring this all out myself. If 
Mom knew what Alek is... shake my head to myself at the 
thought. They would all be on the next plane out here. 


“I'd better go,” | say, feeling a sudden wave of 
homesickness. Mom is a worrywart, but | miss her. 


She leaves me with her usual list of instructions to make 
sure I’m eating properly, bundle myself up to stay warm and 
not get lost without a travel guide before | finally manage to 
get her off the phone. Luckily she doesn’t ask about Alek 
again. | sit on my bed and stare out of the window trying to 
digest the last twenty four hours. It’s hard to make any 
sensible plans though, when any time | think of Alek my 
insides contract and the slow ache of desire starts to build in 
the pit of my belly. It’s as though he has ignited a fire inside 
of me which will not go out...which only his touch can slake. 
| think of him bending me over earlier, his hands on my hips 
and in my hair as he slid in and out of me, driving me to the 
point of no return and it’s only the presence of Rosa that 
stops me from going downstairs and jumping on him and 
begging him to do it again. Is this what love feels like or just 
lust? | don’t have the luxury of having anything to compare 
it to...all | know is | want to be with him all the time. To be 
his. To stay here and be a family with him and Rosa...and 
maybe not just Rosa. | think of Callie bouncing Tomek on her 
knee and how happy she seemed and my stomach does a 
little flip of excitement at the thought that that could one 
day be me and Alek. 


If that’s really what he wants. He talks about how bears mate 
for life and tells me that’s what he wants from me and | 
believe him...but. | still don’t really know much about him, or 
about his life as either a bear or a bratva and what a life with 
him would really entail. Plus in spite of his words there’s a 
reticence in him, an uncertainty | can sense behind his 
words no matter how obviously he desires me. | suspect it’s 
because of Rosa and losing his sister...but at the same time | 
know it means I’m vulnerable to getting hurt. To have him 
and then not have him...the thought brings with it a tangible 


feeling of rejection. An almost physical pain. | know that 
whatever happens now life will never be the same. 


/will never be the same. 


After dinner Rosa wants us both to put her to bed again. 
Marta gives me a knowing smile, her eyes warm. She seems 
to approve of the dynamics unfolding here. 


So does Rosa. After I’ve tucked her into bed and read her a 
story which Alek provides the sound effects for, she pulls me 
back for another hug and says “You are going to stay with us 
aren’t you Una?” 


| exchange a glance with Alek and then squeeze Rosa 
tightly. “lII be staying for a while.” 


“A long while?” The pleading in her tone and the innocence 
in her wide eyes pulls on my heartstrings. 


“Yes Rosa,” | say softly, “I hope so.” This time | deliberately 
avoid looking at Alek but Rosa addresses him directly. 


“You want her to stay don’t you Uncle Alek? He probably just 
won't tell you because he’s grumpy.” 


| can’t help but laugh at that and | lock eyes with him for a 
second so although he answers Rosa’s question it’s me he’s 
looking at when he says “Yes. | want her to stay very much.” 


“I Knew you did,” Rosa says with a satisfied smile. “He smiles 
more since you've been here,” she tells me with a serious 
look. | give her another kiss and turn off the lamp before 
leaving, Alek following behind me after embracing Rosa 
himself. 


As | shut the door behind me and turn to Alek | can’t help 
asking him. “Is that right what she said? That | make you 
smile?” 


The look he gives me is tender and almost shy, so unlike the 
unapproachable guy | met just a few days ago. 


“Yes, you do,” he says. He steps forward and entwines his 
fingers in the hair at the nape of my neck, tipping my face 
up towards his. | go up on my tiptoes to kiss him, parting my 
mouth under his and savouring the touch of his lips against 
mine. His hand slides down my back and squeezes my butt 
cheeks and I press my hips into him. Letting him know how 
much | want him. 


“Let’s go to bed,” | whisper boldly, pulling away. He nods 
and we walk towards my room. Inside he sits down on the 
end of my bed and motions for me to come to him. | walk 
towards him and stand between his spread thighs as he lifts 
my top up and over my head, then runs a hand across my 
breasts and stomach almost reverently. This new, tender, 
almost vulnerable side makes my heart as well as my groin 
ache. | unclip my bra and let it fall to the floor. Any unease | 
might have felt about getting naked before him has 
vanished...it seems the most natural thing in the world to 
take my clothes off for him now. 


He bends his head and takes my nipples into his mouth, 
licking and sucking at them until | whimper. Then he lets go, 
looking over my shoulder at something. | turn to follow his 
line of sight and see it’s the bottle of oil | had put by the side 
of my bed after | used it in my bath the first night. 


“Is that oil?” he asks. 


| nod. “It was here my first night, unopened. | think Marta 
left it?” 


“Yes she loves her oils - she was always trying to give them 
to Jenka but her nose was too sensitive.” He looks up at me 
with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Can | massage you?” 


| try not to show my excitement. I’ve never received a proper 
massage before...and certainly not like this. “That sounds 
fun,” | say trying to sound nonchalant. 


“Take the rest of your clothes off and lie on your stomach,” 
he orders. | peel off my jeans and panties and kick my 
sneakers under the bed and then lie down with my head on 
the pillow while he tips some oil into his hand and rubs his 
palms together to warm it. My skin feels tingly and I’m not 
sure if it’s goosebumps from the sudden chill or the 
anticipation of having his hands on me. 


Alek starts rubbing my back and shoulders, kneading gently 
with those large hands and | groan in contentment as any 
ounce of tension | was carrying starts to vanish from my 
body. 


“That feels amazing,” | sigh. 
“I’m not hurting you? | don’t know how hard to press.” 


| realize he most likely hasn’t done this before either. “No, 
it’s perfect,” | reassure him. 


He continues kneading my shoulders and stroking down my 
spine then trails his hands down across my ass. | open my 
thighs slightly in anticipation but his hands continue all the 
way down the back of my legs to my feet, leaving my 
intimate parts aching for his touch. I’m torn between 
enjoying the actual massage and wanting more. 


He rubs my ankles, circling them with his thumbs and I’m 
amazed at how good it feels. Then he bends one leg and lifts 
my foot to his mouth. His warm lips start to kiss the arch of 
my foot and I gasp as an electric shock of sensation seems 
to shoot up my leg and ends deep inside my pussy, causing 
my lower belly to tighten with desire. He gently sucks on my 
big toe and | let out a moan then quickly stifle it in the 
pillow, aware that my bedroom is nearer to Rosa’s than 
Alek’s. 


He moves on to my other foot and | feel a sensation building 
in between my legs as he nibbles on the pads of my toes. It’s 
such a deliciously erotic feeling that | can feel myself getting 


wet and my clit beginning to swell. Finally he puts my feet 
down and starts to move back up my legs, kneading my 
calves and then the back of my lower thighs. As he moves 
further up my thighs | open my legs wider, desperate for him 
to touch me in my most intimate place but again he just 
trails his fingers over the cheeks of my ass before starting to 
knead them too. 


“That feels really good,” | sigh into the pillow. “I didn’t know 
you could hold so much tension in your butt.” 


“It’s one of the biggest muscles in your body,” he says. | 
frown. Then he says quickly. “That was the wrong thing to 
Say wasn’t it?” 


| stifle a laugh. “You’re trying to say | have a big ass?” | turn 
my head and see how mortified he looks. 


“No! No, your whole body is beautiful.” 


| can’t help but grin at his discomfiture. He realizes I’m 
teasing and swats my ass playfully. It’s a joke, but 
remembering the way he spanked me last night I bite my lip, 
my grin fading. Seeing my arousal he finally slips a hand 
between my thighs and starts to massage my pussy, a 
sensation that is both sexy and oddly relaxing at the same 
time. | lay back down, resting my head on my arms and lose 
myself in the feel of his touch as his fingers move in 
between my lips and start to circle my clit. 


“You are so wet,” he says, his voice low and husky. 


“You turn me on,” | say honestly, my voice muffled by the 
cushion. | tilt my hips up to give him better access, gasping 
as he increases the pressure then slips a finger inside me. | 
push against him urgently as | feel an orgasm beginning to 
build. 


“I want you to cum on my hand,” he says, one hand on my 
ass, still kneading and the other buried in my pussy. He 


circles my swollen clit with his thumb now as he pushes two 
fingers inside me and moves against the front wall of my 

pussy in a fluttering motion. It’s so intense | shove my fist in 
my mouth to keep from crying out loud with sheer pleasure. 


“That’s it baby,” he growls, “cum for me.” 


| do, in along shudder, biting down on the pillow and feeling 
the rush of wetness between my thighs that covers his hand. 
The aftershocks seem to go on forever and he strokes my 
hair as | whimper into the pillow. 


“Stay there,” he says. | hear him strip off his shirt and undo 
his zipper. | open my legs again, ready and waiting for him. 
He positions himself over me and he lowers himself onto his 
arms and pushes himself inside me, | sigh feeling my inside 
walls contract around his cock, pulling him into my body. 


He begins to move and | move with him, sensation flooding 
my whole body. I’m still sensitive and swollen from my 
orgasm and already | can feel my desire building again as he 
fucks me slow and deep. He takes my hands and holds them 
in his, biting gently on the back of my neck, a gesture so 
purely animal | shudder with desire. He begins to speed up, 
his breath coming in ragged pants and | know he’s close too. 


“Alek, cum for me,” | say boldly and am rewarded by an 
answering growl. He fucks me harder and faster and just as | 
shatter again around him | feel his seed pumping deep 
inside me, filling me up with his essence. 


He collapses on top of me, breathing hard into my ear, then 
immediately rolls off and pulls me into his arms. The sheets 
are damp with our sweat. 


“| just can’t seem to get enough of you,” he says with 
something akin to wonder. 


“That’s the third time today,” | giggle. “Considering | was a 
virgin just yesterday.” 


He laughs lightly and kisses the top of my head, then says 
seriously, “I’ve never been able to feel this way 
before...So...open.” 


| wait for him to say more, holding my breath, but then his 
breath on my head grows stronger and | realize he’s fallen 
asleep. | pull the blanket over us both and cuddle up to him, 
waiting for sleep to claim me too. 


| know this bubble can’t last forever. | wonder what tomorrow 
will bring. 


CHAPTER 15 


Una 


The next morning Alek is up and out early after he takes a 
phone call in the bathroom. He has a grim look on his face as 
he leaves, though he stops to kiss me long and deep and | 
watch him go, feeling both the warmth of knowing he’s mine 
and a stab of unease that whatever he’s up to is dangerous. | 
try to remind myself that he can more than handle himself 
but the unease remains all through breakfast and is still 
there as I’m driving Rosa to school. It’s Friday and I’m 
looking forward to spending the weekend with them both 
and to starting my Russian classes next week, but there is 
still a feeling | just can’t shake, no matter how much | tell 
myself I’m being silly. 


As | pull up to the school a large car with blacked out 
windows pulls in too close behind me and | tut to myself. My 
driving skills are pretty good but he hasn’t left me much 
space. 


“That car was behind us earlier,” Rosa says and | frown at 
her. 


“Are you sure?” 


“Yes”, she says seriously, “do you think we’re being 
followed?” 


| look at her wide-eyed, feeling a momentary stab of fear, 
then shake my head. She’s just being fanciful, | tell myself. 
It’s just another parent or guardian dropping a child at 
school. Of course we were on the same route. 


| let Rosa out of the car and take her hand to cross the road 
when a big, ugly man gets out of the black car and gives me 
a Shark like grin. 


| smile back, although | don’t like the way he is looking at 
me. 


“| think you've blocked me in,” | say, noticing he doesn’t 
seem to have a child with him. 


All of a sudden my instincts scream at me to run and Rosa 
goes stiff beside me. | see the gun in his hand and it’s as if 
everything is happening in slow motion as he lifts it and 
points it straight at Rosa. He’s less than two feet away from 
us and there is nowhere to run. Instead | pull Rosa into me, 
trying to shield her as best as | can. 


He jerks his head towards his car. 
“Get in,” he says, still with that awful grin on his face. 


| stand frozen to the spot. Around us people are going about 
their business as though nothing is happening. Surely any 
minute someone will notice the gun. 


“Don’t bother screaming,” he says quietly as though reading 
my thoughts, “no one will reach you before the bullets do. 
Get in.” 


“Let Rosa go,” | plead, “and l'Il come with you.” 
He laughs. 


“| don’t think so. Get in the car...now...and | might not hurt 
her.” 


“Just get in,” Rosa whispers to me. | look down at her and 
realize that though she’s obviously shaken she doesn’t seem 
anywhere near as scared as she should be, given the 
situation. Maybe that’s what comes with having an uncle 
who is a Mafia shifter, | think through my terror as | move 
towards the car, my legs like lead. 


We get in the back, Rosa snuggling into my side, and he 
pulls off, soeeding too fast for me to even think of us 
jumping out of the car. We wouldn’t stand a chance. 


| look at the man’s face in the rear view mirror. He’s big and 
ugly with scars and pockmarks and those horrible shark-like 
teeth. His pupils are too wide and | wonder if he’s on drugs. 


Which would mean he’s volatile. | try to gather my thoughts 
to formulate some kind of plan but the terror is threatening 
to overwhelm me. | have to protect Rosa. 


“Where are you taking us?” | ask, trying to keep my voice 
steady. He grins at me in the mirror. 


“We're going to go somewhere where we can wait for Alek to 
come and...negotiate for you,” he says. 


So he’s after Alek. Or wants something from him. That 
means he’s bratva, or similar. My heart threatens to burst 
through my chest it’s beating so hard. 


“Uncle Alek is going to kill you,” Rosa says seriously. Her 
face looks white and pinched but she’s still remarkably calm. 
| wonder if it’s the bear genes or if she just has that much 
trust in Alek. | wonder too if this man knows what Alek is. If 
not then maybe we have a chance. 


He glares at Rosa. 
“Is that so little girl?” he snaps. 


“Rosa hush,” | say quickly, not wanting him to turn on her, 
but Rosa sits up straight, a flush of anger on her pale 
cheeks. 


“Yes, he really will,” she snaps back. I’m amazed at the girl’s 
bravery but also terrified he’s going to point the gun at her 
again. | lean over her in the seat, blocking her as best | can. 


“Don’t worry,” the man says, sounding interested now. 
“You're no use to me dead. But tell me what she means. | 


know her precious Alek isn’t normal. What’s his secret?” 


“| have no idea what you’re talking about,” | lie, “and Rosa is 
a child. She makes things up.” 


Rosa glares at me and | pull a face back, trying to convey 
the fact that she really needs to be quiet. She sticks her 
tongue out at me but thankfully leans back and stares out of 
the window. | sit back in my seat, my heart hammering in my 
chest. Looking out of the window | see we’re headed into 
Arkhangelsk. 


“Are you expecting Alek to know where you are? Are you 
meeting him?” | ask, then wonder if asking questions will 
only antagonize him. But he seems only too happy to chat. 


“He’s looking for me,” the man replies. “So he’s going to find 
me. And because | know he wants his little girl alive, he’s 
going to cut me a nice deal.” 


I wonder what he means but decide not to ask. The man 
continues. 


“He told me he didn’t have a woman or a child you know. 
Denied you both. Still, | suppose it’s sensible in our game. 
He didn’t know I have eyes and ears everywhere. Arrogant, 
that’s what men like him are. Too bloody good looking by 
half.” 


| frown at his inane chatter and decide he’s definitely on 
drugs. That doesn’t bode well. I’ve never had anything 
stronger than wine but | know enough about drugs to know 
people can turn on a dime and he seems Seriously unhinged. 
And he has a real resentment against Alek. 


We pull up in front of a rundown looking bar that’s currently 
shut and he confirms my suspicions by pulling out a bag of 
white powder and tipping out a pile of it on the dashboard. 
He sniffs it loudly and I fight the urge to cover up Rosa’s 


eyes, not wanting to offend the man but horrified he would 
be so blatant in front of a small child. 


“That stuff will kill you,” Rosa tells him. He glares at her, his 
eyes bulging out of his head now and waves the gun 
erratically around the car. For the first time Rosa cringes 
with fear. 


“Get out,” he snarls at us. We do and | look around 
frantically but there’s no one to scream to for help and 
nowhere to run where he doesn’t have a clear line of sight to 
shoot us. We're just going to have to hang tight until Alek 
turns up. 


As the man ushers us round the back of the bar and through 
a door into an unkempt office | pray that Alek doesn’t take 
too long to find us. 


He pulls out two leather chairs and waves the gun to motion 
us to sit down, then he sits in a bigger chair opposite us, 
behind a desk. 


“Is this your place?” | ask, trying to keep my voice light. 
Rosa has gone back to glaring at him. 


“It was until your precious Alek fucked things up,” he snarls, 
his face going purple with anger. I’ve clearly said the wrong 
thing. 


| look at the clock, wondering how long it will be before the 
school calls Alek to ask after Rosa. Or will they? They might 
just assume she’s still sick from yesterday. 


The man snorts another few lines of cocaine then starts 
pacing up and down the office, muttering to himself. | 
exchange terrified glances with Rosa, who reaches out and 
holds my hand. 


Alek, | plead in my mind, please hurry. 


CHAPTER 16 


Alek 


No one has seen Dimitri, not at the brothel or Boris’ shop 
which is now being run by an old lady with bright copper 
hair. I’m not surprised. He must know there will be a price on 
his head now that his trafficking enterprise has been 
uncovered. Baranovsky will be furious...not so much that 
Dimitri has unknowingly risked the alliance with the Clan 
perhaps as the fact that he didn’t find a way to get away 
with it himself. 


| have discovered that my suspicions were correct...there 
never was a mole. Dimitri was using it as a cover story while 
he tried to clean up his tracks with the trafficking ring before 
someone snitched to Baranovsky. No wonder he was furious 
when | showed up. 


It feels good to be on the hunt again after so long in 
mourning...but I’m also resentful at the prospect of a long 
job that will take me away from Una for too long. 


Una. I’ve fallen for her and hard. So hard it scares me, 
because now | have more to lose, and I’m not scared of 
anything else. She brings out a softness in me that | never 
knew existed except where Rosa is concerned. But this is the 
exact opposite of paternal. | can’t wait to be back in bed 
with her again. To have her sweet flesh naked and wanting 
underneath me...yes, I’ve finally found a thrill that surpasses 
that of the hunt. The sooner | find Dimitri the better. 


Although logic tells me if he has any sense he will have used 
the head start that yesterday has given him to get out of 
Russia, instinct tells me he’s still close. Even still in 


Arkhangelsk? Perhaps hiding in plain sight would not be so 
illogical a move, especially given that Baranovsky will no 
doubt have eyes and ears at every airport and train station. 
I’m not sure Dimitri is that clever. 


He certainly wouldn’t have gone north. Dimitri might think 
he’s a force to be reckoned with but he wouldn’t last two 
minutes in the mountains. Plus, it’s Mikhail’s territory. He 
would sniff him out quick enough. 


l'm at a loss as to where to try next without any leads, and 
I’m sitting in my car drumming my fingers on the dashboard 
when the school phones. | frown as | answer it, wondering if 
Rosa is in trouble. That would not be like her. 


When I put the phone back down my skin is thrumming with 
adrenalin and ...fear. 


Rosa isn’t in school. She was seen with Una pulling up to the 
gates...but Rosa never made it to class. 


| know instantly what has happened. 

Dimitri. 

| hit the steering wheel in frustration and rage, feeling my 
hackles rise and my skin shimmering with preternatural 
power. | want to shift. | can’t deal with these levels of 
adrenalin and emotion in human form. But | know | need to 
stay in control. | can hardly go running round Arkhangelsk 
as a bear. 


| rub my temples, trying to think. Trying to reassure myself 
that Una and Rosa will be unharmed...but | remember 
Dimitri’s bag of tricks that he intended to use on Boris and 
my heart drops. 


No, | tell myself, taking deep breaths in an effort to calm 
myself. He will have nothing to gain by hurting them. He’s 
taken them for a reason...to negotiate? He’s probably 
guessed | will be in charge of the hit on him and he knows 


he won't escape Russia without help. It makes sense more 
than | would have given him credit for. | start driving 
towards the bar that has been his hang out. It was the first 
place | went to this morning in the hope that he would have 
been dumb enough to leave a clue to his whereabouts, but 
there had been no sign of him then. 


Because he was following Una. The thought makes me go 
cold. What if he just wants revenge? 


| drive faster. 


When I pull up to the vodka bar I’m shaking with rage and 
fear and the effort to keep from shifting has the veins 
popping out of my neck. My teeth have elongated and 
sharpened in my mouth and I know I must look like a 
monster. Like something to be afraid of...which is good. | 
want Dimitri to be very fucking afraid. 


| kick the back door off its hinges and burst straight into the 
office, my stomach flipping as | see exactly what | expected 
but didn’t want to see. 


“Hi Uncle Alek.” Rosa is pale with fear but she smiles at me 
bravely. She and Una are sitting opposite Dimitri’s desk. 
Dimitri stands in the corner with his gun pointed at them. He 
gives me his shark grin but I see the flicker of fear in his 
eyes as he takes in my demeanour. 


“Let them go,” | snarl, knowing my voice is more growl than 
speech now. “Let them go and we'll settle this like men. 
Picking on women and children? This is a coward’s way.” 


He shrugs. He doesn’t care but | don’t expect him to. No one 
involved in the evil | saw in that brothel cares about his 
reputation. Honour is not a word he would have any use for. 


“You told me you didn’t have a woman,” he says almost 
petulantly, jerking his gun towards Una. Una sits bolt 


upright in her chair, her eyes trained on Dimitri. She is 
clearly terrified but | see the defiance in her and feel proud. 


| have to get them both out of here. 


“She’s pretty,” Dimitri leers at Una and | start towards him, a 
red mist starting to descend over my eyes. He has no idea 
how close he is to being torn limb from limb. He trains his 
gun straight towards Una’s face and she flinches, bringing 
me back to reality. | stay where | am, fighting for self control. 


“Easy now,” Dimitri chuckles, “you want to keep her that 
way don’t you?” 


“What is it you want Dimitri?” | snarl. He hasn’t hurt them, 
just scared them, which means he wants to bargain. “You 
want me to help you get away?” 


Dimitri nods. “You know Baranovsky...he will hunt me to the 
ends of the earth.” 


| shrug. 
“What makes you think I can help. He’s the boss.” 


“He’s not your boss though is he? I’ve never met you before. 
And I’ve seen what you can do - you took that bullet like it 
was a rubber ball. You could take Baranovsky. You could take 
me...and | can’t say that about many people.” 


| hear the grudging respect in his violence. Power and 
violence are the only things that Dimitri respects. 


“Maybe,” | acknowledge, “but | don’t control North Russia. 
Baranovsky does. If he wants you dead ...and I’m sure you 
know that’s why I’m here...there’s not a damn thing | can do 
to change his mind.” 


Dimitri shakes his head, but his eyes have gone wide and | 
can see the panic in them as he absorbs my words. | curse 
myself. | should have lied, if he thinks there’s no hope 


there’s nothing to stop him shooting Una and Rosa right 
now. 


“| don’t believe you. What are you...some kind of 
superhuman engineered by the Kremlin?” 


“Something like that,” | say. 


“Then you must have contacts. You can get me safe 
passage...| don’t care where. Otherwise,” this time he points 
the gun directly at Rosa, “the little girl and your bitch die.” 


“Don’t call Una a bitch!” Rosa retorts. Una hushes her and 
Dimitri raises an eyebrow at me. 


“You should teach her some respect.” 


“And you should watch your mouth,” | snarl, “if you want me 
to even think about helping you.” 


While he has the gun trained on them he holds all the cards. 
I’m fast, possibly fast enough to get the gun out of his hand 
before he shoots, but | can’t afford to take any chances. | 
need to get him to lower that gun. 


The second he does, he’s a dead man. No one threatens my 
family. Plus it’s not Baranovsky he has double-crossed, the 
Clan have a sworn duty to stamp out any exploitation of the 
innocent in our territories. Even without Baranovsky’s hit, 
while Dimitri walks my territory he’s mine to kill. 


“Put the gun down,” I say, fighting to stay calm, “and we'll 
talk.” 


He shakes his head. 
“You think I’m stupid? I’ve seen how fast you are.” 


“Okay,” | back away a little into the door frame, “sits behind 
the desk with your gun in your hand, but stop pointing it at 
them. You're scaring them. If | move you’ve got time to 
fire...even I’m not that fast.” 


I’m lying. | probably am, although it’s still risky. Dimitri eyes 
me, then nods. He sits behind his desk and lowers his gun. 
Una exhales and reaches for Rosa’s hand. Rosa sits up 
Straight, still glaring at Dimitri. She knows what’s to come. 


| jump straight over the desk and land on top of Dimitri in 
one sudden movement that would have been too fast for the 
eye to track. He shoots, but I’ve bent his wrist back and the 
bullet hits a filing cabinet with a loud crack. | pin Dimitri to 
the floor, exercising all of my strength and lift one arm. | 
muster my power and shift just the one arm into a bear claw. 
Dimitri goes white and lets out a high keening noise. 


“Una, get Rosa out of here,” | say in a voice that is no longer 
even remotely human. She moves quickly, ushering Rosa 

out and shutting the door behind her. | grin down at Dimitri, 
letting my full bear teeth show. He bursts into a terrified sob. 


“My God, what are you?” 


“lam a bear of the Clan,” I snarl, “and you are sentenced to 
death.” 


| kill him with one blow. 


Afterwards | go outside to find Una and Rosa leaning against 
the car. Una has her arm protectively over Rosa’s shoulders. 
Her eyes meet mine and immediately fill with tears and | 
realize how terrified she must have been. | put my arms 
around them both and the horror of nearly losing them hits 
me. | know I can never put them in this situation again. My 
lifestyle has to change. Clan or no Clan, | will not allow the 
safety of those | love to be jeopardized. | realize that Una is 
as much family to me now as Rosa. | bury my face in her 
hair, inhaling her scent, then let her go and kiss Rosa’s 
upturned face. 


“Get in the car,” | say gruffly, “let’s go home.” 
| hold Una’s hand all the way home. 


When we get back Marta takes one look at all of us and 
whisks Rosa upstairs for a relaxing bath while | fix me and 
Una a drink. When | take her in my arms | realize she’s still 
shaking. Or maybe it’s me. 


“| thought | would lose you,” | whisper, the thought stabbing 
me again like a knife to the heart. She smiles weakly. 


“Rosa seemed pretty sure you would come.” 


“| will always protect you,” | say seriously, gazing into her 
eyes. I’m about to say more when the doorbell rings. | get up 
and walk to the door, sighing with impatience. 


| open it and do a double take. This was the last person | was 
expecting to see. 


“Hello Richard,” | say. 
Una’s father. 


CHAPTER 17 


Una 


a Dad?” 


| can hardly believe my eyes. He nods at me, his mouth a 
grim line and sudden panic hits me. “Is everything all right? 
Is it Mom?” 


“Everyone’s fine,” he says hastily. “I’m here about you. Your 
mother seems to think that...well...there’s something going 
on between the two of you.” 


| just stare at him, not knowing what to say. This was not 
how this was supposed to happen, and after the events of 
this morning | just don’t have the capacity to deal with this. 


“Dad,” | say, but Alek cuts in, stepping forward and nodding 
at my father. 


“I know you’re not going to like this Richard,” he says, 
glancing over at me, “But it’s true.” 


My dad looks shocked and | feel sorry for him. He would 
have been hoping Mom was worrying about nothing as 
usual. 


“Really Alek?” he says and I cringe at the disappointment in 
his voice. “She’s been here less than a week and you take 
advantage of her? | thought better of you than this.” 


| see Alek wince and my heart goes out to him. 


“Dad, it’s not like that,” | protest, and then before | realize 
what I’m about to say the words tumble out of my mouth, “l 
love him.” 


Alek looks at me. Despite his talk of mating and this being 
serious neither of us have said the words. Do bears even feel 
like that? | have no idea. But | know it’s how | feel. 


My father looks pained. 


“I’m sure you do Una...or think you do. But you,” he turns his 
attention to Alek and | hear the anger in his voice, “should 
know better. You’ve seduced hen” 


Alek looks ashamed for a moment, then he squares his 
shoulders and looks resolutely at Dad. 


“I can’t blame you for being angry Richard,” he says, “not at 
all. I’m sure when Rosa is older. | will be the same. But | 
never intended this and it certainly was more than a 
seduction...| love her too Richard. You know | have never 
been casual about women and this is incredibly serious for 
me. In fact, I’d like to ask your permission for her hand.” 


My father’s mouth drops open and mine follows straight 
after. 


He wants to marry me? | know the whole mating thing is like 
a marriage for him but | honestly thought that’s all | could 
ever expect. He actually, really wants me to be his wife? 


| step forward. 


“You don’t need Dad’s permission,” | say, “Although I know 
we would both love your blessing Dad. But I’m a grown 
woman. Ask me.” 


Alek looks at me, then to my complete shock he goes down 
on one knee and takes my hand. 


“Una,” he says seriously, his eyes shining with emotion, “will 
you marry me?” 


“Yes,” | say, and break into a smile so wide | feel it will split 
my face. Alek’s face lights up and he goes to pull me into a 


kiss, then remembers my father who is staring dumbfounded 
at us both. | go to him and take his hands. 


“Dad,” | plead, “I know this is sudden and | don’t expect you 
to be over the moon about this right now...but it’s what | 
want.” 


My father walks over to the couch and sits down, shaking his 
head. 


“What am I going to tell your mother?” he moans, then looks 
at Alek. “I really need a vodka.” 


While Alek fetches the drink I sit by Dad, who stares at me, 
his eyes taking me in from head to toe. 

“You really have grown up haven’t you? Is this really what 
you want?” 


| nod. I’m more sure about this than I’ve ever been about 
anything in my entire life. 


EPILOGUE 


Alek 
Three Months Later 


Last night Una formally became my mate and was sworn into 
the Clan. 


Today she becomes my wife. 


I’m standing at the end of the aisle in our local Orthodox 
church trying not to tug at the tie around my neck. | don’t 
like anything that keeps me constrained and the bear in me 
rebels at the feeling, but it’s a small price to pay to get my 
ring on her finger. Although I never really understood human 
marriage since | first asked Una I’ve become more and more 
invested in the idea. Being husband and wife as well as Clan 
mates seems only the right thing to do considering that she 
has agreed to take on all of me, human as well as bear. 


She has never even questioned my bratva status, even after 
that horrible morning when | thought Dimitri would kill her. 
Her simple trust in me both feeds my protectiveness and 
makes me want to be a better man. I’ve spoken to Mikhail 
about stepping away from being a hit man and to my 
surprise he agreed. | think he knows I’ve lost too many 
people to keep taking those risks. Instead, as a reward for 
both uncovering Dimitri’s operation and then getting rid of 
him, Baranovsky has given me his vodka bar. We’ve done it 
up and reopened and now | really am a nightclub owner. Of 
course, | will still always be on call if the Clan needs me but 
for now Mikhail seems to have it all in hand. 


Which couldn’t have come at a better time, because as well 
as my new business | have other things to focus on. 


Like becoming a father. 


We're in the process of formally adopting Rosa, and just last 
week Una broke the news of her pregnancy. It knocked me 
for six at first but | couldn’t be happier. Naked, her body is 
just starting to show the signs...her belly is just a little 
rounder, her tits swollen and her nipples darker. | can’t wait 
for the rest of the changes. To watch my child growing and 
thriving in her makes me the proudest man - and bear - on 
earth. Maybe I’m old fashioned but | would really like a boy. 
One I can mentor through the shifts and go running through 
the woods with when he’s older...but | will be happy with a 
girl too. | Know Rosa would love a little sister. 


| think of Jenka then and for the first time since she passed 
feel a sense of calm rather than searing pain. | Know she too 
would be thrilled at what’s happening today and | can’t help 
feeling that on some level, she is indeed here with us. 


The organ starts, jolting me out of my reverie and | turn 
towards the entrance, my mouth going dry as I see Una 
coming through the door. 


She looks so beautiful it makes my heart melt. Her hair in 
swept up on her head with just a few tendrils falling loose to 
frame her face and neck, immediately drawing my attention 
to the curves of her cleavage, showed off to maximum effect 
in a creamy bodice that seems to fit her like a second skin 
before billowing out into a full skirt. She holds a waterfall of 
white roses and has one pinned in her hair. She looks like a 
queen. 


Her father walks beside her, clasping her arm in his and 
gives me a proud nod as he reaches us. It took some time 
before Richard was completely happy about us getting 
together so soon but when he realized | was serious about 


marrying Una he relented. He was even happier when | 
announced | was going legit and opening my own bar. 


Not to mention over the moon when he found out he was 
becoming a grandfather. As was Una’s mother who is already 
in tears in the front pew. 


Richard takes a seat and Una steps to my side, gazing up at 
me with eyes full of love. | feel my heart close to bursting in 
my chest as | take the sight of her in. Most days | still can’t 
believe that this wonderful, caring woman is all mine and 
that she loves me the way she does. Most nights | still can’t 
believe that | get to have her naked under me, filled with 
desire for me and only me, touched by only my hands. 


She passes Rosa her flowers and Rosa takes them and sits 
down, her little face glowing with excitement. She looks just 
gorgeous as a flower girl, just like her mother and I’m so 
proud of her too. Then | glance down at Una’s belly, hidden 
in the billow of her dress, and can’t help grinning to myself. 


My family, | think proudly. 


We hold hands and turn to face the priest as he begins the 
vows. When it’s my turn to say ‘I do’ in both Russian and 
English for the benefit of the guests, I think they are the 
most beautiful words I’ve ever heard in either language. 


When she says them back my heart nearly bursts again with 
pride. She’s mine. It’s official. 


We kiss to cheers from the small party of guests and then 
walk down the aisle, dodging confetti and rice. At the doors 
we wait as our guests file past to congratulate us. Callie and 
Andrei are first and she wraps us both in a hug. Una and 
Callie have become great friends in the past few months and 
I’m glad she will have another woman around to help her out 
with the baby. Marta is still insisting on housekeeping for 
everyone but her eyes are definitely starting to go and we 
let her do less and less, which infuriates her. 


Mikhail is next and he shakes my hand formally, his dark 
eyes approving. The fact that Una is pregnant and there will 
be another addition to the Clan has made him happy. | slap 
him on the back. 


“It will be you next,” | tell him. He glowers at me, making 
Una laugh. 


When we’ve finished greeting all the guests I pull Una into 
my arms for a kiss before we start on the whirlwind of 
photos, food and party. She tips her face to mine, her lips 
parted. | adjust my tie as | bend to kiss her. 


“| can’t wait to take this off, it’s driving me crazy,” | mutter. 
She strokes my tie thoughtfully and as her eyes meet mine | 
wonder if we’re having the same wicked idea. 


“| would really like,” | whisper in her ear, “to tie your wrists 
to the headboard with it while | make long slow, love to 
you.” 

| kiss her and she smiles under my lips. 


“You're on, husband,” she whispers back, and I’m reminded 
again just how much | adore this woman. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Una 
Five Years Later 


| log off and close my laptop with a satisfied sigh. Another 
position successfully filled. 


It hasn’t been easy running my own business while raising 
two small children and Rosa too, but with Alek’s help I’ve 
done it and my international au pair agency is growing 
successfully. I’m so proud of what I’ve achieved with it...and 
what Alek’s achieved too. He made such a success of the 
vodka bar we now have another one and three bistros across 
North Russia. While | know he maintains a few contacts | 
know it’s a far cry from his bratva days. | worried he would 
miss the excitement but being a businessman suits him. It’s 
a different kind of chase. Every so often he goes out into the 
woods for a night or even two with Andrei to shift and 
escape from human life for a while and he always comes 
back full of life...and wonderfully horny. So | certainly don’t 
mind. In fact it’s good to see the Clan starting to become a 
proper family instead of always being so solitary. 


Even Mikhail has succumbed...although that’s another story. 


| glance at the clock above my desk and see it's nearly time 
to pick up the kids...Viktor and Maria from daycare and Rosa 
from school. Rosa will start high school this year and she has 
really blossomed in the last few years. Although | would 
never try to replace her mother she feels as much mine as 
the other two and she’s a wonderful big sister. 


Viktor, my boy, is just like his father in both looks and 
temperament. Maria looks more like me, although she has 
her father’s strength. They are normal, healthy children in 
every way...just a little too healthy. They never get sick and 
the usual scrapes and bruises heal quicker than they should. 
Luckily the daycare staff just thinks they’re remarkably 
healthy children. Viktor especially is super strong for his age 
and Alek is under no doubt that he will be able to shift when 
he hits puberty. It’s a strange thing to grasp but I’m not 
worried. | know his father, Andrei and Mikhail will be on 
hand to mentor him through. 


The door opens and Alek walks in, looking as handsome as 
ever in his usual black attire. He comes up behind me and 
starts to rub my shoulders. | sigh with contentment and 
relax back into his hands. 


“Are you working tonight?” | ask as his fingertips brush my 
collarbone. 


“| could do with popping into the bar. We have a new band 
starting. | was thinking...how about we ask Callie to have the 
kids and we make a night out of it? We had theirs last 
week.” 


“That sounds good,” | nod. 


His fingers move down, across the tops of my breasts, and 
my nipples stiffen immediately. After five years his touch still 
drives me wild. 


“We could even,” he continues in a low voice, “come home 
early and make a night of it.” One hand disappears inside 
my blouse, massaging a breast. 


“Husband,” | say with a purr of contentment, “that sounds 
like a great idea.” 
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